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Introduction 


The essays collected in this book were written over the last three decades 
as a counterpoint to my philosophical work and, as part of a long-standing 
subgenre of my interests, are divided into three parts. Part I comprises 
interpretations of literary texts that, instead of bringing a ready-made crit¬ 
ical methodology to them, try to find in each of the texts both the direc¬ 
tives for how to approach them interpretatively and the means for 
accounting for their uniqueness. Part II consists of essays involved in a 
critical debate with certain trends in literary criticism, especially those that 
emerged during the 1970s and 1980s and that oppose historical interpreta¬ 
tion to text-immanent readings, or rather to certain forms that such read¬ 
ings took on in the wake of the New Criticism movement as a result of 
the contemporary reception of French thought. Finally, in Part III I have 
assembled more recent work on literary texts that are primarily “thematic” 
in nature, singling out particular topics within literary works or in the 
corpus of a literary critical author in order to subject them to an in-depth 
analysis. 

I believe that it is only appropriate to argue that all literary research 
that seeks to establish anything of worth about literature must justify its 
interpretations on the basis of a fundamental reflection on literature and 
poetics. At first such a reflection must address the issue of the singularity 
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of literature—of its difference from the other arts, no doubt, but especially 
from its principal other—philosophy. Yet, merely to point out that litera¬ 
ture encompasses and “overflows” philosophy insofar as it also includes or 
frames philosophical topoi—either to further them or to “deconstruct” 
them—will not suffice to establish literature’s difference from philosophy. 
As the so-called philosophical novels demonstrate, by illustrating philo¬ 
sophical themes literature more often than not loses its specificity. Some¬ 
thing similar can be said of the claim that literary texts dismantle or 
“deconstruct” philosophical claims. Literature that consists primarily of 
undoing philosophical claims is neither autonomous nor relatively inde¬ 
pendent from the order of discursivity. 

All the analyses of literary works included in this volume therefore 
proceed from the recognition that literary works are irreducible to any 
other discourse, especially philosophical discourse. At the same time, 
however, it almost goes without saying that literature’s irreducibility does 
not imply that literature entertains no relations to its other. As highly 
cultivated individuals embedded in a tradition, literary authors cite, ques¬ 
tion, and respond to issues with which they are familiar from their en¬ 
counter with philosophical works. But the relation of literature to its 
other that I wish to highlight is of a different kind than that by which it 
merely borrows or illustrates philosophical themes. It is the relation to 
its other that is, in fact, necessary to differentiate literature to begin with. 
Indeed, to make a case for the singularity of literature, and thus for its 
thorough difference from its other, is to read traces of its other that in¬ 
habit it. These traces of philosophy within literature—which are not to 
be confused with thematic or formal devices borrowed from philosophy 
and featured in a work—are precisely that with respect to which any inde¬ 
pendence of its own becomes possible. These traces presupposed by all 
self-identification, self-differentiation, or self-demarcation are, first of 
all, of a structural nature. The specificity proper to literature is com¬ 
monly considered to consist in a use of language that is not exclusively 
logical—that is fictional rather than discursive, and that invests itself in 
images rather than concepts. Yet, any such characterization structurally 
inscribes within itself, in the shape of a trace, a reference to its opposite 
from which it distinguishes itself. 

That literary works are not discursive, that is, conceptual, obviously 
does not mean that they are therefore inescapably of the order of the 
intuitive, as though, lacking conceptual argumentation, they speak pri¬ 
marily, if not exclusively, to our senses and that they do so by way of 
images or metaphors alone. If it is true that literary or poetic works do 
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not proceed in a discursive fashion and establish their specificity through 
a demarcation from philosophical argumentation, they nonetheless retain 
within themselves the trace of that from which they differ. The work that 
I present here is an attempt to flesh out, as it were, what remains of 
philosophy in literary works once they have distinguished themselves 
from it, or rather how that differentiating remainder positively contri¬ 
butes to their formation. The trace of philosophy that haunts literature’s 
self-production is not merely a negative mark of differentiation, it also 
informs the whole literary enterprise in a constructive way, and provokes 
literature to establish itself as a response to philosophy by producing a 
wholly distinct equivalent to the discursive and the argumentative enter¬ 
prise. The trace of philosophy in literature is the reason why the latter 
develops a use of language that is analogous, in a way, to what conceptual 
language seeks to accomplish. Therefore, literature, although emphati¬ 
cally other, is not in sober opposition to philosophy. Its building blocks 
are not simply images or metaphors, and it is not limited to playing on 
our emotions as opposed to our faculty of reasoning. All these notions 
still belong to the repertoire of philosophy. In short, this book represents 
an attempt to delve into the traces of the other that is philosophy and to 
draw out in each specific text the analogon rationis, as it were, of philo¬ 
sophical argumentation that these traces initiate within literature. But 
since the eighteenth-century rationalist concept of an analogon rationis — 
crucial to Alexander Gottfried Baumgarten’s aesthetic—still suggests a 
subordination of these traces to philosophical discursivity, it would ulti¬ 
mately be desirable to develop a notion for this equivalent within a liter¬ 
ary text that corresponds to reasoned speech while also maintaining its 
thorough difference from the latter. 

Even though philosophical problems will be a constant reference point 
in the essays that follow, the essays themselves are not philosophical read¬ 
ings of literary works. Literary works will not be construed as illustrations 
of philosophical arguments, and the interpretations themselves will not be 
conducted along the lines of established philosophical problems. On the 
contrary, the guiding ethos of this book is to let the works speak for them¬ 
selves, and to let them make their “points” in their own particular ways 
through the means that are proper to their own regimens—in conven¬ 
tional terms, through their images, plots, scenarios, and so on. Any resem¬ 
blance to a philosophical problematic in these texts is drawn, primarily, 
from the literary texts themselves. At the same time, these literary “argu¬ 
ments” will overflow not only the strictly discursive problems of philoso¬ 
phy and the formal framework that gives a particular unity to a problem 
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and its solution, but also the methodologies of literary criticism based on 
certain assumptions—philosophical, psychoanalytic, semiotic, and so 
on—of what literature is. 

As I stated above, any attempt to say something of worth about literary 
works must be connected to a fundamental reflection on the nature of 
literature. Traditionally, such a reflection consists in asking the question, 
“What is literature?” Yet, if the specificity of literature derives from the 
traces of its other within it, then such a reflection can no longer consist in 
identifying what literature properly is. To close off a reflection on litera¬ 
ture by prescribing its essence or truth is to dictate to literature what it is, 
and what it has to be as long as it is literature, for all times past and to 
come. However, if literature acquires its own distinctness in response to 
the trace of an other that divides it from within, its essence is, in principle, 
never completed. In distinction from a reflection in search of the literari¬ 
ness of literature as the essence of literature, the reflection on the nature 
of literature that subtends the following interpretations asks what literary 
works demand in their glance at us, and in the response that they seek. In 
the face of a literary work of art, the appropriate attitude, as Jean Starobin- 
ski has noted, is to refrain from imposing one’s own gaze on the work and 
instead to let oneself be surprised by the work. He writes: “As a reward 
for thus forgetting oneself, one will see emerge within the work a gaze 
directed at oneself. This gaze is not a reflection of my interrogation. It is 
a foreign consciousness, radically other, which looks out for me, which 
stares at me, and which asks me to respond. One feels exposed to this 
question that thus comes toward me. The work of art interrogates me.” 1 
Yet, whether the otherness of a literary work can be adequately thought in 
terms of a foreign consciousness, and whether one can truly do justice in this 
manner to the nature of the work as an entity that, precisely, is other in a 
radical sense, is highly questionable. Indeed, the ways in which a literary 
work calls upon its readers, and what precisely it expects as a response, is 
such that the model of a foreign consciousness is thoroughly inadequate 
to conceptualize it. By contrast, what is beyond any doubt is that, qua 
work, it is part of the nature of a work of literature to relate to us by calling 
upon us not merely as readers but above all as interpreters. Interpretation, 
however, ought not be understood here in the hermeneutic, that is, 
Schleiermacherian sense of reconstructing the work in reverse until its 
authorial meaning has been fixed (and at which point the otherness of 
the work would have been neutralized once and for all). Rather, if the 
interpretation is to respond to a demand made by the work, this must be 
of the order of a singular intervention in the work itself in accordance with 
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the singular law that this work will have invented by integrating a variety 
of themes, plots, and scenarios into a single whole. In other words, what 
literature as a radical other demands of its readers is that it be interpreted 
in an always-singular fashion by being entirely re-written in strict con¬ 
formity with the law of its composition. Such an approach alone leaves the 
work’s otherness intact. Yet, such deference to the law of the work does 
not exclude a violent intervention in the work. On the contrary, the re¬ 
writing of the interpretive endeavor requires, paradoxically, that the inter¬ 
pretation that a literary work demands proceed selectively, thus violently 
privileging some of its threads over others. By choosing one thread in 
preference to another, an entirely other thread—a thread foreign to the 
work—is inevitably woven into its fabric. If the response to a work must 
be singular—that is, other—to be a responsible response to begin with, it 
follows that the work’s otherness can only be honored fully when it is 
breached by an interpretation that, although in conformity with the law 
of the work, also risks a violent intervention. 

If works of literature are there for us, address us, and call upon us to be 
interpreted, can such being-directed-toward-us be thought in optical 
terms, as a demanding gaze at us? It has been argued convincingly that 
works of visual art are “instruments that have been conceived to make us 
see what can be represented neither in words nor in images,” that is, to 
make us see “in the present what one does not see in it, but which is there 
nonetheless.” Rather than having to be interpreted, works of art would 
thus have a power of interpretation of their own. Their prime objective 
would be to “change the way we see the world, transform our vision, and 
make our vision see in the first place.” 2 To this power of interpretation of 
the visible that characterizes the visual arts, the only adequate response 
consists in an interpretation that realizes what the work of art asks us to 
witness each time it is beheld in a singular fashion. Now, if all objects of 
the visual arts want us to see something, something new and unexpected 
in or about the world as a visible world, and seek a change in the way we 
look at that world, then what is the exact mode in which literary works 
address us, and what do they ask of us? Can it be of the order of a gaze, 
and if so, in what sense is gaze to be taken here? Furthermore, what is it 
that literary works want us to “see,” so that we can respond to it in chang¬ 
ing our “seeing,” and if it is not, strictly speaking, of the order of the 
visible, then what does “seeing” mean in this case? These are questions 
that will persistently arise in the readings that follow, not only when these 
texts explicitly reflect on the visible and the invisible from which the visible 
emerges into light—on what must not be seen so that one can see to begin 
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with—but especially when some literary works are shown to unfold within 
themselves, by way of what seem to be images and constellations thereof, 
certain scenes that are evidently staged to be “regarded” in a certain way. 
Furthermore, as these scenes with their specific spatiality and temporality 
will show themselves to represent a peculiar way in which literary works 
look at themselves, or “think” themselves, these questions will impose 
themselves even more. When it becomes clear that literary works, without 
being discursive, “think” about themselves by staging themselves in a set¬ 
ting that wants to be seen, the question regarding the pertinence of visual 
and optical conceptuality, whether proper or figurative, will make itself 
felt. Qua concept, the image as the opposite of the concept is still a philo¬ 
sophical concept. Yet, if images are to be found in literature, of what must 
they consist if the way that literature unfolds is not argumentative and 
conceptual? How is one to understand literary images if not in terms of 
what philosophy thinks of images, that is, as things of lesser being than 
what they copy? How do literary images, if, indeed, there are such things, 
differ from the concept of the image? And what do literary images do to 
the concept of image? 

Certainly, all these questions will not receive satisfactory answers 
through all the concrete analyses of literary works included in this book. 
But if I nevertheless raise them at the beginning of this book, it is precisely 
in order to suggest that if interpretation is a response to a demand by the 
work itself, all available concepts are insufficient to meet this demand. In 
particular, concepts such as the “image,” “thinking,” or “argumentation 
through images,” as well as the spatiality and temporality that images seem 
to possess, need to be revised critically if they are to be put to work inter- 
pretively. Such transformation, however, cannot take place in advance of 
the attempt to answer the challenge of the literary text by subjecting it 
from the outside to a more or less finished methodological product—this, 
by itself, would already imply having judged beforehand the nature of the 
challenge—but must occur at the hands of the work itself, while one seeks 
to respond to its demand for interpretation. If interpretation is something 
that the text calls for in its gaze toward us, then interpretation must cede 
all prejudgment and preformed conceptuality. The first notion that re¬ 
quires a reassessment after its exposure to literary works is none other than 
that of the text. Such a demand certainly seems counter-intuitive, for are 
literary works at their most elementary level not texts? And yet, even 
though text is a notion we cannot do without, this notion confers unity on 
the literary artifact only insofar as it is a unity of a very specific kind, one 
that needs to be revisited. Notwithstanding the previous use of the term 
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in the hermeneutic tradition from St. Augustine to Schleiermacher, and in 
the philological subdiscipline of text criticism, the concept of text becomes 
a truly central concept in a number of disciplines, including literary criti¬ 
cism, only with the development of a linguistics of the text during the 
second half of the last century. In order to understand what text means in 
this context, it is worthwhile to recall that the term text originates in the 
Greek root tex, to built or construct, and the Latin textere, to weave or to 
plait. The term text, indeed, ineluctably denotes a woven artifact. Applied 
to literary works, the term thus suggests that such works have the unity of 
an artifact woven from linguistic elements. However, rather than engaging 
in a lengthy exposition of the history of the term, I refer to John Scheid 
and Jesper Svenbro for a more economic presentation of this point. They 
conclude their astute and witty investigation of the artisanal connotations 
of the term text in Greece and Rome by arguing that “the empire of the 
Roman textus ,” as opposed to the Greek word for fabric, huphos, which, as 
they contend, is in all likelyhood “a Greek translation of a Latin concept,” 
rests on “the presence of the letter x in the middle of the word.” They 
write: “Are we serious about this? Absolutely. The truth is that no letter 
more precisely suggests the myth of weaving better than the x, the crossing 
of opposing threads.” 3 Even though the expression textus or textum is soon 
replaced by the rhetorical concept of oratio in the linguistic reflections of 
the Latin period, it is true that when the term makes a comeback it reap¬ 
pears precisely with these connotations of weaving and interlacing, which 
make the word text “the best designation for the thing designated.” 4 

But if I want to take issue with this venerable concept, it is first of 
all because of its association with the artisanal technique of weaving and 
interlacing. The latter, in my view, represents a significant obstacle to 
appreciating what happens in a literary work, and to meeting the demand 
that it imposes on us—and this for several reasons. Indeed, the definitely 
fascinating and seductive metaphor of weaving, and the interlacing of the 
woof and warp into a web, fabric, or tissue that in Greece and Rome deter¬ 
mined the understanding of text, may fundamentally overlook the specific 
(ontological) level, as well as the very nature, of what constitutes a literary 
work. Is text, understood in light of the artisanal technique of weaving, not 
an image by means of which the literary work is made into a piece of 
equipment, thus occluding from the beginning its interpellative character? 
If the text is understood as a woven fabric, the work’s interpretive inter¬ 
vention and the challenge to our vision and understanding of the world 
that it presents are missed from the start. Reduced to a well-wrought arti¬ 
fact, the literary work is determined solely in terms of how it is worked, 
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and it offers to view mainly the artful skill with which its language was 
crafted. Of course, any work of art has qua art an artisanal character. But 
to conceive of a work of literature primarily as an artisanal product is to 
arrest it as an object dependent on a creator, and not to confront what it 
itself must be in order to relate to us, as any work does, in the form of an 
address and a demand for engagement. The artisanal metaphor covers 
over nothing less than the phenomenal nature of the work of art, that 
is, the “ideality” of its configuration, which is distinct from its empirical 
existence, and which is the infinite correlate of the reader whose finite 
interactions are called upon by this ideal configuration itself. 

Moreover, the kind of unity that this notion confers upon a work of 
literature may utterly fail to do justice to a literary work since its unity 
may not be comparable to the product resulting from the interweaving of 
a manifold according to the artisanal praxis in question. Indeed, can any 
artisanal technique account for the complex structure that a literary text 
presupposes, when the text itself, free from the intentionality of the author, 
engages a reader to respond to it? Finally, should it be possible to show 
that an artwork is formed not only with opposing threads but also dissimi¬ 
lar and incongruous elements, fringes, and strands that escape binary clas¬ 
sification, it will be necessary to think the work of literature’s unity in a 
different way. The rather oversimplified image of a fabric patterned after 
the technique of interlacing woof and warp not only suggest a thoroughly 
homogeneous fabric, but also models the work of art according to a lim¬ 
ited number of dimensions. Such an image further imposes on the literary 
work an extremely crude conception of the referral function of a text. 

If the notion of text needs to be reconsidered today, it is also because 
lately the notions of text, textuality, and texture have come to imply that 
the unity of a literary work is based primarily on its self-referentiality and 
self-reflexivity. Text, then, would designate a unity of a literary artifact that 
is interwoven with itself, a unity that is essentially speculative. Apart from 
casting this aspect of the literary work’s relation to itself in categories that 
remain of the order of consciousness and self-consciousness, a perspective 
that itself is problematic enough, the question to be raised is whether this 
is all there is to a literary work? Of course, I do not question the conten¬ 
tion that a work of literature also relates to itself. It surely does. As will 
become manifest from several of the studies of fictional works included 
here, however, such self-referentiality and self-reflexivity is just one sig¬ 
nificant property of literary texts. After all, the text’s self-reflection or self- 
consciousness is only the correlate of its equally indisputable intentionality 
or “aboutness,” even if its intentional object cannot be fixed in a definite 
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way. Undoubtedly, on a formal level, too, modern and contemporary liter¬ 
ary works have sought to approximate this thematic goal of a self-mirror¬ 
ing text. Yet because the text’s self-reflection is based on a self -reference, all 
self-reflection, whether thematic or formal, is only a function or expres¬ 
sion of the text’s general structure of referral which itself deflects all final 
saturation, be it by a signified outside or by the text “itself.” Furthermore, 
if in order to reflect itself, the text must swing upon hinges or rotate 
around the point of inflection of a fold—hinges and points which cannot 
be sublated by a mirroring reflection, and thus remain outside any self¬ 
closure—then all ultimate unity of the text with itself must remain lacking. 
It follows from this that the singularity of the literary text, its difference 
from discursive formations, cannot be founded on its w//-reflexivity, but 
must be sought in the way a literary work negotiates its difference in rela¬ 
tion to other formations. Understanding the literary text exclusively from 
its self-reflective function alone, rather than responding to the text’s ap¬ 
pellative character, is in essence to muzzle it, and to attempt to master it 
in regal fashion. 

The first part of this book features six interpretations of literary works, 
or parts of these works, that also seek to articulate a critical approach to 
literary texts that, by letting the texts speak for themselves, reduces pre¬ 
judgment as much as possible to a minimum. From the start, all theories 
of authorial intentionality—that is, of the recast secular variation on the 
theological theories of emanation and continuous creation—are thus kept 
at bay. Proceeding from the assumption that the author of a literary work 
sends off his work in such a way that it is fully intelligible and interpretable 
in the absence of the author’s conscious and unconscious intentions, the 
opening essays of the book are attentive to the works themselves, and to 
what they themselves reveal about their own origin as, independent of the 
author, they address their readers. The key term in the essays devoted 
Melville, Artaud, and Lautreamont is therefore that of the scene of produc¬ 
tion of the text. As the term suggests, through the economic structure of a 
scene, the text stages its own production, and offers it to the gaze that it 
invites. Relating to itself, and representing within a theatrical, that is, spa¬ 
tial and temporal setting an action by which the text engenders itself, the 
scene of production renders visible within the text itself the invisible con¬ 
ditions of its autonomous existence. As a function of a stratified conception 
of the text, this scene, in which the text intimately folds upon itself to 
look at itself, designates the productive deep structure within the text that 
accounts for the fact of its existence and its mode of being there. This 
scene is in no way the intentional correlate of the author, nor is it of the 
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order of a personal phantasm of the latter. It is something that is cocreated 
independently of an author’s conscious and unconscious intentions, in a 
virtual depth of the text itself as it is written, and that represents within 
the text a reflection on what Derrida calls “the space of writing,” which 
represents nothing, not even itself, and whose invisibility, in order to be 
thought “as such,” requires a whole set of new concepts. 5 To speak of the 
way in which a literary text forms in a virtual depth within itself an image 
of its own formation as a singular artifact, and that it offers to view, seems 
to echo, of course, the psychoanalytic notion of an Urszene, or original 
scene. This impression is further substantiated by the fact that the scenes 
of production I have unearthed have distinctively fantastic, and even phan- 
tasmatic, qualities. Indeed, as I will show in my analysis of Melville, 
Artaud, and Lautreamont, these texts imagine, or rather, image their be¬ 
ginning in the scene buried within their depths in terms of a scenario 
according to which the text is its own author, procreating itself through 
self-insemination, self-pregnancy, and self-delivery. In the chapter de¬ 
voted to Melville’s cetological speculations from Moby-Dick, this powerful 
theme of self-reflection, so present in modern and contemporary litera¬ 
ture—the self-reflexivity of the text—takes shape in the form of a scene in 
which writing unbinds all its moorings in anything other than itself, while 
at the same time ceaselessly deferring its own and all other beginnings. 
Artaud’s “The Theater and the Plague” stages this primal scene of writing 
in a reflection on the way in which this buried scene becomes audibly 
manifest in the exclusively verbal body of the writing subject. But with the 
chapter devoted to the first song of Lautreamont’s Chants de Maldoror, a 
significantly and qualitatively different scene of production of the text 
comes into view: rather than letting itself be framed in terms of a psycho¬ 
analytic primal scene, it turns the psychoanalytic understanding of such 
scenes upside down. Even though this scene of production, with all its 
phantasmatic decor, still seems modeled after a psychoanalytic Urszene, 
the text of the Chants itself complicates its structure and subverts its own 
status as a primal or originary scene that could help to genetically account 
for the text itself. As a result of the uncompromising war against all filia¬ 
tion, descent, and derivation staged in this scene that thoroughly under¬ 
cuts its own generative power, the very notion of a scene of production 
will have to be recalibrated. If up to this point, my search for the scene of 
production of a text may have been inspired by psychoanalysis, this new 
conception defies all psychoanalytic schemata and scenarios, and thus all 
readings of this kind. As a consequence, from here on the status of the 
generative scene of the production of the text, in which a literary work 
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reflects upon and represents itself, will also have to be rethought in light 
of the text itself from whose virtual depths it shines forth. In terms of both 
structure and content, it will have to be reconceived as part and parcel of 
the text without maintaining any ultimate privilege with respect to the text 
itself. 

Rather than a deep structure by which the text depicts, to itself and to 
its readers, its own origin, and with which one might account for all its 
levels and shapes, the scene of production is but one, however distinctive, 
structure and theme of the text. But if there is a fundamental asymmetry 
between the text and its staged self-generation, then this is also indicative 
of the necessity to abandon the stratified understanding of texts, according 
to which the deepest layer is not only the founding stratum of all subse¬ 
quent strata, but which, by the same stroke, also homogenizes the text, 
thereby reducing the multiplicity, diversity, and heterogeneities of its 
forms and themes. As I argue in my reading of Gerard de Nerval’s Sylvie, 
the attention paid to the literary work’s self-reflection and staged self¬ 
writing is not just one of the accomplishments of romanticism, since this 
discovery also comes with a price. By linking writing exclusively to this 
reflexive self-weaving of texts, romanticism, indeed, also amounts to a 
powerful attempt to master writing, limiting its straying and errancy, by 
circumscribing the text’s structure of referral primarily as one of self¬ 
referral. 

The interpretation of Lautreamont’s Chants de Maldoror thus invites 
readers to abandon a stratified conception of the text in favor of a contrary 
understanding of the literary text as a flat, surface-like entity. With this, 
the scene of production, along with any other suggested depth effects that 
the text offers to its reader’s gaze, cease to function as explicantiae, in turn 
becoming explicanda that are themselves in need of an account. Indeed, 
however flat the surface of the literary work may be, it is shaped—or as I 
will suggest, folded—like the “wrinkled surface” of Melville’s sea, inevita¬ 
bly projecting a sense of depth. To account for these depth effects, I will 
from here on have to inquire into the law of the text. 

With the last two essays of Part I devoted to the novels L ’Eve Future by 
Villiers de 1 ’Isle-Adam and Against Nature byJoris-Karl Huysmans, I focus 
not only on the heterogeneous manifold of these works, but also on their 
nonsynthetic unity. Both these contributions try to demonstrate that no 
single subject matter broached in these novels, nor any combination of 
subjects, could exhaust these works. These texts’ recalcitrance to reflective 
or dialectical totalization is made manifest in the five explanations pro¬ 
vided in L’Eve Future of the nature of the android occupying center stage 
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in the novel, and in the several concepts of history that are sketched out 
in Against Nature, all of which are to some extent incommensurable with 
one another. Both these contributions thus seek to pinpoint the minimal 
structure, organizational principle, or law, that accounts for the diversity 
of these motifs, topics, and theories whose irreducible complexity claims 
the reader’s attention and demands interpretations that the very law of the 
text inevitably “condemns” to remaining always finite as far as their scope 
is concerned. This law of the text, which concerns the arrangement and 
interrelation of all its parts and elements and prevents any single one of 
them from being raised to the status of an operator for the text’s specula¬ 
tive reflection and ultimate self-saturation, governs and organizes the 
structure of the text that provide its interpretations’ conditions of possibil¬ 
ity. In Villiers de PIsle-Adam’s novel I locate this textual principle in the 
android “herself”—Hadaly, as she is called according to the Iranian word 
for ideal —who, independent of all the manifold interpretations to which 
she lends herself, is, I argue, but a nonunitary tangle of formal structures 
of identity, reduplication, repetition, and idealization. 6 

In contrast to the analyses featured in the first three essays which high¬ 
light the generative deep structure of literary texts, the focus in these two 
last essays of Part I is on the arrangement, distribution, and disposition of 
the manifold heterogeneous elements of a literary work, and the law that 
governs the manifold along the surface of the text. Just as any further 
concern with the staging of the text’s self-production would have required 
a critical debate with the theories concerning the so-called imaginary of 
works of literature, as well as the phenomenological theories of the strati¬ 
fied conception of the texts, in order to sound the question of how the text 
images itself, what image means in this context, and how one is to under¬ 
stand the virtual dimension of its underneaths, so, too, would any further 
discussion of the notion of the logic of the arrangement of a text’s mani¬ 
fold elements, motifs, and self-explanations undoubtedly require that I dis¬ 
tinguish the idea of a law of distribution and disposition from the meaning 
that these terms have in a variety of other situations—for example, in 
logic, particularly during Roman and Medieval times, where distributio first 
meant the prefixing of a universal quantifier until it came in the doctrine 
of syllogistic reasoning “to indicate the property which a general term is 
supposed to have when it is used to stand for all the individuals to which 
it is applicable”; 7 in rhetoric, where distributio refers above all to the classi¬ 
cal order of discourse and its main parts; 8 or in statistics and the theory of 
probability where the term distribution serves to characterize random and 
uncertain events or processes. But within the literary texts dealt with in 
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Part I, a certain number of terms and themes brought themselves to my 
attention—initially if only because of their obsessive recurrence—and in¬ 
sistently imposed themselves at crucial junctions along the argument that 
I sought to make, as ways in which to articulate what in each case needed 
to be thought in a way more in tune with the texts themselves than con¬ 
cepts could ever be. Rather than concepts, the terms in question—suffice 
it for the moment to mention only that of the “fold”—at least at first 
sight, seem to resemble images, figures, or metaphors. Yet they neither 
illustrate nor exemplify something intelligible by giving it an individualiz¬ 
ing, sensible presentation. The terms in question, by contrast, are opera¬ 
tional. What they all have in common is that, like Melville’s ripples in the 
sea, they break up a smooth surface in order to connect it to itself; they 
permit the organization into a coherent and meaningful whole of dissimi¬ 
lar or heterogeneous elements without, therefore, annulling their incon¬ 
gruity. Indeed, with these images—which not only designate but articulate 
in the sense of dividing into distinct parts and which function at the same 
time as jointing articulations—the literary texts call for still another way 
of meeting their gaze. 

If the title of the essay on Villiers de l’Isle-Adam’s LEve Future, “The 
Stelliferous Fold,” imposed itself upon me as a title for this book, it is 
because this title is like a shorthand for another, more complex law of the 
text than the one predicated merely on the organization of the multiple 
aspects of its “surface.” This title, indeed, gestures towards a form of law 
that would allow for the articulation of both a text’s deep structure and the 
surface structure, the theatrical staging of its production and the display of 
its multiple and incommensurable themes, topics, and self-interpretations, 
and for the imagery required by self-imaging and the specific law that 
regulates its manifold. What the recurrent motifs of starlight and interstel¬ 
lar refraction in de PIsle-Adam’s novel suggest is, in fact, the notion that 
the rays of light, by breaking in being refracted, fold upon themselves 
along an angle, but also that such folds have a stellar, that is, manifold 
form. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the adjective stelliferous 
means “bearing stars,” and is “said of the vault of heaven” and “of the 
beams of the sun.” In biology it signifies “having star-shaped markings,” 
which also brings it in proximity with the term “stelliform,” meaning 
“shaped like a star; existing in the form of star-shaped crystals.” 9 The 
stelliferous fold, consequently, is a star-bearing or star-shaped fold, in 
other words, a fold that itself is folded according to several focal points 
from which it radiates. In the case of L’Eve Future, the five explanations 
offered for the android are the five stelliform points, as it were, that the 
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text deploys by folding upon itself in a kind of origamic fashion in order 
to reflect itself. This figure of the fold—which I will expand on a bit 
shortly—suggests that the text as a surface structure between dissimilar 
parts (topics, plots, self-explanations, and so on) is not a whole that is 
simply pieced together from its material, but a unitary whole—one that is 
articulated such that each part or element refers to (all?) the others—even 
if this whole does not comprise a totality. To conceptualize this nonunitary 
unity of the text no handed-down concepts will do. Even the concept of a 
law with which to account for the formation of such nonunitary unity 
would ultimately need to be recast. Here, too, certain figures or images— 
such as those of knots, bundles, or clusters—become unavoidable because 
they catch in a more precise fashion how the unification in question is to 
be thought. Now, by bending the surface over upon itself and thus linking 
it to itself, allowing it to refer to itself and reflect itself, the fold at the 
same time hollows out the surface, traces furrows into it, in short, opens a 
vertical dimension within it. A law of the text predicated upon this struc¬ 
ture of the textual fold thus comprehends and accounts for both the syn¬ 
chrony of its surface structure and the diachronic, or stratified, conception 
that converges upon the generative matrixes of the text offering them¬ 
selves to view from its depths. The fold, however, that lays parts together 
and makes them belong to one another, and that at the same time bends 
what it folds upon itself, accomplishes both this articulation and reflection 
only by way of the device of a joint or hinge. The fold is indistinguishable 
from this joint; it is, indeed, this joint itself. But this joining function of 
the fold is accounted for neither by a conception of the text that highlights 
its self-reflecting and self-generating dimension alone, nor by one that 
looks exclusively at the cobelonging of the parts of a text. The textual fold 
is the blind spot in both of these one-sided approaches—a blind spot that 
unhinges their totalizing ambitions. The law of the text, proceeding from 
the textual fold that interconnects the flat surface structure and the virtual 
deep structures that open the text itself as both a spatializing and tempo- 
ralizing entity is the law of an artifact for which no artisanal skills or crafts¬ 
manship, with its goal of producing a well-wrought work, can even come 
close. It is the law of “something” that, independent of all authorial inten¬ 
tion, addresses the reader, and requests his or her interpretative engage¬ 
ment. It is this law that makes it a text to begin with, and that as such 
defies all totalization, closure, and completion. 

From a critical vantage point, such a law responds responsibly to the 
address of the text by showing that no one single theme or meaning can 
ever hope to saturate it. Understood according to this law, the literary text 
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is a nonunitary whole that no semantic content or formal structure can 
arrest once and for all, and which as a structure of infinite referral does 
not let itself be mastered by any critical approach, be it thematic, formalist, 
hermeneutic, or intentionalist. This law of the text is also what defines its 
independence from discursivity, and is, therefore, also the source of the 
literary text’s interpellative character, that is, of its structure of address, 
and its unrelenting call for interpretation. 

If, so far, I have extensively reflected on the methodological questions 
that are at stake in the readings of literary texts in Part I—a concern that 
also guides most of the interpretations in Part III—this is not to suggest 
in any way that the search for, and the formulation of, a distinct theory of 
literature is the sole concern of the essays in question. Undoubtedly, the 
search for an approach to literature that focuses on literary thinking and 
that reflects on how a literary work expresses its own law, is the overarch¬ 
ing concern of all the essays collected in this book. Indeed, even when in 
Part III discuss issues concerning the aesthetic/historicism divide in liter¬ 
ary criticism, or when in Part III I continue with a more focused explora¬ 
tion of certain of the images that have played a significant role in 
formulating the law or laws of the literary texts, all these questions are 
intimately linked to the attempt to devise a new approach to literary 
works. Apart from this concern constituting the unifying thread of the 
book and securing affinities between all the essays presented here, how¬ 
ever, each one of these essays also addresses particular issues in literary 
criticism or philosophical thought and intervenes in specific debates. As I 
have already pointed out, the essays have been written over a period of 
thirty years. In what follows, I will therefore date the essays, and briefly 
sketch out the context in which they were written, as well as name the 
theoretical paradigms with which they take issue. 

The essay on the cetology chapter of Moby-Dick was written for the 
first, that is, programmatic volume of Glyph: Johns Hopkins Textual Studies 
(1977), which the editors, Samuel Weber and Henry Sussman, conceived 
of as a forum for a critical debate between continental thought— 
particularly, recent criticism in French thought of the category of repre¬ 
sentation in metaphysics—and the discursive universe in the English- 
speaking world in which this category still prevailed. Bringing a discipline 
of reading that draws on critical methods developed by French thinkers to 
a canonical North American literary work, the essay seeks to articulate a 
nonrepresentational stratum of the text—the scene of writing hidden in 
its depths—which both engenders and limits the text’s representational 
strata. The essay on Artaud was published in a special French Issue of 



i6 


Introduction 


Modem Language Notes on “Autobiography and the Problem of the Sub¬ 
ject” that I edited in 1978. The context in which I produced this piece is 
determined by the fundamental distinction between the subject of enunci¬ 
ation and the subject of the statement, a centerpiece of the theory of enun¬ 
ciation, which, at that time, was taught and applied to literary texts by 
my friend Louis Marin, whose lectures I attended at the Johns Hopkins 
University. Apart from making the historical argument that this distinc¬ 
tion is already to be found in Nietzsche, I also argue that, with Artaud, it 
can be shown that the subject of enunciation, rather than the empirical 
subject itself, is as much an aftereffect of textual performance as the subject 
of the statement within the text. “Onslaughts on Filiation” appeared in 
1978 in a special issue of Genre edited by Joseph N. Riddel on “The Long 
Poem in the Twentieth Century.” In this piece, I take issue with certain 
applications of psychoanalysis to the interpretations of literary works. The 
point I make is that the literary text overflows the psychoanalytic para¬ 
digm, and that a text such as Lautreamont’s Chants de Maldoror under¬ 
mines all the scenarios of triangulation characteristic of psychoanalysis. 
My essay on Gerard de Nerval’s Sylvie represents the lecture that I gave 
at a conference on “Le Genre” which, following the publication of The 
Literary Absolute, was organized by Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean- 
Luc Nancy at the University of Strasbourg in 1979. The fabric of Nerval’s 
work in this essay is shown to be irreducible to the patterns of genre- 
oriented criticism. I argue that a certain theatricality of this essay under¬ 
cuts even the romantic theory of the mixing of genres, and the speculative 
unity of the text that such mixing is supposed to accomplish, even though 
this is a tradition to which Nerval’s literary writing is clearly indebted. 
The piece on Villiers de 1 ’Isle Adam’s L’Eve Future was commissioned 
by Jeffrey Mehlman for a special issue of Studies in Romanticism on “Des 
Allemagnes: Aspects of Romanticism in France” which appeared in 1983. 
The reading of the novel is framed by a critical interrogation of a prevail¬ 
ing assumption in much of nineteenth-century French literary criticism of 
Hegel’s influence on the fin de siecle French writers and poets. Finally, for 
a special issue of Yale French Studies on “Phantom Proxies: Symbolism and 
the Rhetoric of History” that Kevin Newmark put together in 1988, I 
composed the essay on Huysman’s Against Nature. By this time, I was 
already doing work on a project questioning the affinity of historical and 
aesthetic criticism to literary works, elements of which are featured in Part 
II. “The Falls of History” takes on the then-dominant form of historical 
criticism in which history is modeled after a secular understanding of 
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eschatological history, and shows that in a work like Against Nature differ¬ 
ent, if not even heterogeneous, temporalities and histories coexist without 
being made subservient to a final, or definite, meaning of history. This 
essay also exemplifies the way in which I intended to take up the category 
of history in a reading of literary texts that would be attentive to what the 
texts themselves have to offer about this subject. 

“Beginnings and Endings,” which opens Part II, dates from 1980. Parts 
of it were presented at a conference on “Writing Literary History” orga¬ 
nized by Wlad Godzich at the University of Minnesota, and again in 1981 
at a conference on “The Institutions of Criticism” held at McGill Univer¬ 
sity. As indicated by the titles of these events, both of which were attended 
by many leading literary critics firmly entrenched in the opposing camps 
of either historical or text-oriented criticism, the taxing challenge was two¬ 
fold. The proponents of historical literary criticism were asked to account 
for the practice of writing in the constitution of literary history, and the 
text-oriented critics to confront the fact that writing not only gives rise to 
self-referential texts, but also to discourses on literature such as literary 
history. Furthermore, both camps of professional critics were subtly in¬ 
vited to respond to what kind of institutional pressures shape the critical 
traditions to which they subscribe. A conference entitled “Post-Structural¬ 
ism and the Question of History” in 1983, initiated by the Department of 
English at Southampton University in association with The Oxford Literary 
Review, was the occasion for writing “On Aesthetic and Historical Deter¬ 
mination.” By focusing on the central category of determination {determi- 
natio, Bestimmung), which has informed discourses of both aesthetics and 
history since their simultaneous emergence in the eighteenth century, this 
essay makes the point that the prevalent opposition between historical and 
aesthetic literary criticism is basically a false problem. Indeed, because of 
the twofold meaning of the core concept of determination—definition and 
destination—the difference between the realm of aesthetics and that of 
history is only one between the objects of these disciplines, that is, artfully 
wrought objects: respectively, singular objects of nature that are beautiful 
or historical occurrences and facts. By contrast, the conceptual grid to 
account for both is essentially the same. This essay also contains in a nut¬ 
shell the direction that the theoretical reflection on a literary criticism be¬ 
yond the binary opposition of aesthetics and history might have taken, had 
I pursued this project. In 1981 1 presented “Hegel’s Orient, or the End of 
Romanticism” at a panel on “Orientalism after Orientalism" at the annual 
meeting of the Modern Language Association in New York. 
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In Part III discuss in some detail theorists of literature that advocate a 
historical approach to literary criticism, particularly Erich Auerbach, Ed¬ 
ward Said, and Frank Kermode. Even though there has been renewed in¬ 
terest in Auerbach, and Said’s work on Orientalism continues to be a 
reference in contemporary literary criticism, it may be argued that these 
critics are not at the forefront of attention these days, and that preference 
should be given to more recent critics and contemporary debates. But is 
it so clear that, merely because it has been written today, the work of 
contemporary critics is more up-to-date and refined? If these older critics 
are featured here, it is not only because of their great historical impor¬ 
tance, but also because the current atheoretical, if not antitheoretical, cli¬ 
mate in literary studies has led to a blurring of the stakes between 
theoretical positions. Much of contemporary criticism moves eclectically 
between positions that before seemed incompatible, and in the name of a 
new sensibility text-oriented criticism makes passes at history and contex- 
tuality, or even ethics and politics, while what remains of historicism ac¬ 
knowledges some role that philosophical reflection and writing play in its 
enterprise. Therefore, I hold that the theoretical posture of the older crit¬ 
ics, and the high standards they bring to their reflections on history, have 
the advantage of reminding critics today that the false opposition of his¬ 
tory and aesthetics, or history and reflection, continues to be the central 
operative conflict through which contemporary criticism moves, especially 
when it softens the oppositions and pretends to have ironed out the ripples 
of the theoretical conflict that took place in the late 1970s and 1980s in 
the institutions of literary criticism. 

The historical criticism of the late seventies and eighties arose in oppo¬ 
sition to a type of text-based literary interpretation that itself had come to 
replace New Criticism, and whose guiding theme was the so-called self- 
reflexivity of texts. If I take issue with this historical approach to literature, 
it is not because I would deny that it achieved valuable insights, but be¬ 
cause its approach is, ultimately, at the service of issues that are tangential, 
if not even foreign to the literary text itself. This does not mean, however, 
that I would simply side with the text-immanent criticism of the time. 
Indeed, this kind of criticism, although centered on the texts, also pro¬ 
motes an agenda—an epistemological agenda, in fact, inasmuch as the self- 
reflexivity of the texts tends toward a cancelling-out of all truth claims— 
that, paradoxically, leaves the text no genuine autonomy of its own. As I 
argue in these essays, these two—historical and ahistorical—approaches 
coimplicate one another to such a degree that it would be pointless to 
choose between them. But in spite of the suggested parallelism conjoining, 
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on the one hand, the debates in the seventies and eighties among historical 
critics and text-immanent critics, and on the other hand the more recent 
debate between New Historicism and theory-oriented interpretations of 
literary works, a distinction must be made. Compared to the paltry and 
myopic positivism of New Historicism, whose adversaries are those the¬ 
ory-oriented criticisms that merely consist in applying insights from other 
disciplines (philosophical, psychological, psychoanalytical, religious, so¬ 
ciological, and so on) to the study of literature, a forceful philosophical 
and metaphysical conception of history subtends the historical approach 
of Said and Kermode. The same may also be said of the notion of self- 
reflexivity that informs the text-oriented criticism that they sought to tar¬ 
get. What Said and Kermode bring to the study of literature, particularly 
of the novel, is a conception of history whose formalizing power—the 
power to account for both traditional literature and the challenge repre¬ 
sented by the new—derives from a synoptic interconnecting of beginnings 
and endings, origins and terminal points of origin within the frame of a 
processual understanding of history indebted to the theory of seculariza¬ 
tion. For its part, the text-oriented criticism that they challenge puts to 
work a conception of textuality and intertextuality that raises the status of 
the literary work from its classical concern with the representation of real¬ 
ity to that of a self-contained artifact whose highly complex reflective in¬ 
terweaving is involved in philosophical (more precisely, epistemological) 
operations and reflections concerning the very possibility of representa¬ 
tion, totalization, and truth claims. However, as I argue in these pieces, 
both the secularization theory and the theory of textual self-reflexivity are 
rooted in historical and aesthetic romanticism. As is well known, the mod¬ 
ern disciplines of history and aesthetics emerged at the same time, and in 
a tight interconnection with one another, in the middle of the eighteenth 
century. To oppose them to one another is to simply disregard their his¬ 
torical origin and to miss the ways in which they are intimately inter¬ 
twined. This interconnection remains true of historical and aesthetic 
romanticism, as well. Secularization theory is what allows one to speak of 
the “the beauty of history,” to employ an expression by Francis Hutche¬ 
son, whereas the aesthetically pleasing beauty of a self-reflexive text pre¬ 
supposes that the secular process of history has come to its end. 10 In short, 
what the essays featured in Part II showcase is not only that the opposition 
of history and reflexivity is a false dichotomy, but, above all, that it is a 
thoroughly unproductive debate. Apart from reminding us that this oppo¬ 
sition cannot simply be overcome by mixing the historical and the aes¬ 
thetic, these essays thus also work toward a clean slate upon which to 
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outline a criticism that would be capable of bringing into view the complex 
structure of a literary text itself, a structure that, independently and in 
advance of historical and theoretical agendas, itself lays claim to a re¬ 
sponse—thus, a criticism that would be aware of its task of having to re¬ 
spond to a literary text’s overtures. 

Finally, the work that makes up Part III further inquires into a variety 
of themes and images, already operative in the literary studies of Part I, in 
the writings of Daniel Defoe, Gustave Flaubert, and Maurice Blanchot, 
and in the literary criticism of Walter Benjamin. The essay on Defoe’s 
Robinson Crusoe is based on a talk that I gave in 1996 at the University of 
Konstanz, Germany. The interpretation of the novel is instructed by the 
question of why this novel, which is frequently construed as an allegory of 
colonization, had to be set in the Caribbean, that is, in the lands of the 
cannibals. Arguing that the main topic of the book is the construction of 
selfhood, the point that I make is that the religious context in which Defoe 
raises the question of selfhood requires that the first encounter with an 
other be an encounter with one who threatens to eat you, and whom in 
turn one must eat and assimilate, and thus dominate, in order to become 
a self. The relation to others, is, as the reader will notice, another thread 
that runs through many of the essays. In 2001, Ashraf Noor and Stephane 
Moses organized a workshop on “Benjamin and the Law” at the Franz 
Rosenzweig Research Center in Jerusalem, that was primarily devoted to 
Benjamin’s writings on Franz Kafka, including the various versions of 
these essays and the notes he made in preparation for them. “Kafka and 
the Law” is the expanded version of the paper that I presented at this 
highly productive workshop. Although this essay does not propose a new 
reading of Kafka, but follows Benjamin through his interpretation of the 
writer in order to sound out the theological underpinnings of his criticism, 
the developments regarding the “cloudy spot” in which all the different 
notions of the law that Benjamin discovers in Kafka become interlinked, 
resonate with the concern in this book of establishing the always singular 
law of a literary work. “The Deepening of Apperception: On Walter Ben¬ 
jamin’s Theory of Film” was presented in 1999 at a conference by the 
Zentrum fur Literatur- und Kulturwissenschaft in Berlin on “Film and 
Animism: Technologies of the Imaginary.” This essay, which is an attempt 
to investigate the changes in perception that come with the technologies 
of photography and film, and the progressive evacuation of the sacred and 
the auratic from art, continues the elucidation of the theological implica¬ 
tions of Benjamin’s criticism. Its ultimate aim is the question of the status 
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of literary criticism in the age of reproducibility. In 1998 Kevin Hart in¬ 
vited me to contribute a piece on one of Maurice Blanchot’s narratives for 
a collection of commentaries on all of Blanchot’s literary works. Hart’s 
guideline for the essay was to engage a philosophical question already at 
work in the narrative or to pose a philosophical question that would illu¬ 
minate the narrative. In “The Imperative of Transparency,” I chose to 
read the one who stands apart from me in order to demonstrate that this 
narrative, which evokes the major themes, tenets, and movements of phe¬ 
nomenological thought, complicates these themes and movements to such 
a degree that, although this narrative requests a philosophical interpreta¬ 
tion, it makes such an interpretation impossible. “Accompaniments for a 
Title,” my contribution to a Festschrift for Werner Hamacher, is an at¬ 
tempt at weaving together the abyssal meanings of the title of the one who 
stands apart from me. The final piece included in this book is the keynote 
address (Abendvortrag) that, at the invitation of Gottfried Boehm, I gave 
in 2009 at an Eikones conference in Basel, Switzerland, on “Der Grand: 
Das Feld des Sichtbaren.” With its focus on the topic of the veil in Gus¬ 
tave Flaubert’s Salammbo, from whose folds all the primitive forms of the 
universe shine forth, I delve in greater detail into an image that has been 
instrumental throughout the book for formulating the way “literary think¬ 
ing” thinks. 

Admittedly, these essays are, first and foremost, thematic investigations, 
and testimony to my love for, or call it obsession with, certain themes and 
images. However, in pursuing these themes, and by delving deeper into 
these images—especially those of the other, light, the visible, the law, the 
veil, and, again, the fold—the analysis reaches out to those peculiar occur¬ 
rences of these themes or images that destabilize their thematic nature and 
blur their iconic function, thereby complicating or even ambiguating their 
meaningful unity. It is at this very juncture that these themes or images 
reveal a formalizing power capable of circumscribing what happens within 
the literary texts in which they are found. No longer semantic unities or 
particularizing representations and neither concepts, the themes or images 
in question thus become the conceptual arsenal with which to formulate 
the argument, the problematic, and the signifying composition that a liter¬ 
ary text demands that critics witness and address. 

The themes I have singled out for consideration are such that their 
careful analysis brings out in them a certain undecidability regarding their 
status—whether they are concepts or images—that predisposes them as 
tools of literary analysis focusing on the text’s own folding and unfolding 
in advance of any self-reflection, properly speaking. Take, for example, the 
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notion of the veil. As a piece of fabric it refers, of course, to the text as a 
woven artifact, suggesting that the work can be unraveled and that in the 
process its intentional production can be revealed. But what makes a veil 
a veil rather than a mere fabric is that “a wholly transparent veil is not a 
veil, and neither is a fully opaque one a veil.” 11 The boundaries of trans¬ 
parency and opaqueness are blurred, and with this blurring, the veil ges¬ 
tures toward something like a middle, though not in the sense of an 
indistinct mixture of transparency and opaqueness, or of a sublating syn¬ 
thesis of both. Rather, as a middle, if it is a middle at all, it denominates 
the structural interstice between the opposites, and holds the two slopes 
together as it rips them apart into divergent and opposite directions. Fur¬ 
thermore, a veil is not without folds, which contribute to the concealment 
of what it is supposed to cover, but which are also the openings from 
which images shine forth. Here, too, I touch upon a structure that cannot 
be accounted for in terms of what devolves from it. 

The notion of the fold has gained some notoriety since its introduction 
into phenomenological thought—especially by Martin Heidegger, Mau¬ 
rice Merleau-Ponty, and Jacques Derrida—as a response to the concept of 
intentionality found wanting because of its psychological and naturalist 
residue. But apart from that other line of thought that, beginning with 
Leibniz, capitalizes on this notion of the fold, and which leads by way of 
Bergson to Deleuze, it has also played a significant role in the philosophies 
of Nicolas of Cusa, Giordano Bruno, and Nicolas Malebranche. 12 How¬ 
ever, it is not, therefore, a philosophical concept. Based on an ontic model, 
the origin of the term is mundane, and it would thus appear to have a 
concrete domain of its own in which alone it would be properly pertinent, 
and thus would be nothing more than a simple metaphor when extended 
to other realms. In view of what this notion is supposed to accomplish for 
philosophical thought, however, should one not rather think of the fold in 
terms of what Eugen Fink has called “operational concepts” as opposed 
to “thematic concepts,” or, compared to the classical dichotomy of con¬ 
cept and metaphor, of the proper and the figural, as a “transversal no¬ 
tion?” 13 What is true of the use of the fold in philosophy certainly extends 
to the role that this term plays in the literary texts with which I have 
engaged. As a notion that, by virtue of the topological inflection to which 
it subjects the surface of a text, permits readers to account for both the 
cobelonging of all parts and aspects that it features, and the depth from 
which these parts and aspects themselves arise through segregation, the 
fold is not an image; it is not, in other words, an individualizing illustration 
of something universal. No doubt, in the works of individual authors such 
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as de PIsle-Adam and Flaubert the fold emerges as an image in which they 
have sought to speak within their works, or rather in which their texts 
themselves hint at the law that organizes them. At the same time, however, 
this image is not an image because it offers itself as a means of formalizing 
what happens in their texts alone, but because it also lends itself to con¬ 
ceiving of the law of other texts. This image has thus a formalizing coeffi¬ 
cient that transcends its regional application, and renders it akin to a 
concept without, however, being one. In short, as a model for the articula¬ 
tion or interlinking of the parts that originate with it in an immanent 
production, the fold is a privileged tool for a critical approach to literary 
texts that, rather than importing conceptualities from outside, relies on the 
language of the texts themselves as it folds and refolds its fabric through an 
infinity of referrals. Neither an image nor a concept, this term occupying 
the narrow interval of the sharp crest that divides and holds together both 
image and concept, is itself nothing but the angle or the corner formed by 
these terms. Rather than an image or a concept, the fold names the differ¬ 
ence between both, a difference that at the same time intimately cojoins 
these discursive notions. Because it is at once qualitatively nondiscursive 
and a decisive structure of discursivity through which the difference be¬ 
tween image and concept may be articulated, the fold is a privileged notion 
with which to understand the nature of the text. 




PART I 

Scenarios for a Theory 




CHAPTER I 


Un-Staging the Beginning 

Herman Melville’s Cetology 


To bring into focus a chapter such as the one entitled “Cetology” in Her¬ 
man Melville’s Moby-Dick presupposes a certain approach to the novel that 
calls for clarification. The narrator, Ishmael, suggests that “at the outset 
it is but well to attend to a matter almost indispensable to a thorough 
appreciative understanding of the [. . .] leviathanic revelations and allu¬ 
sions of all sorts which are to follow” (116). 1 The beginning in question, 
however, is an origin caught in the network of the text, for the reader is 
already, in Ishmael’s words, “boldly launched upon the deep.” 2 Conse¬ 
quently, the chapter “Cetology” cannot be conceived as a privileged en¬ 
trance into the body of the text because the outset in question emerges 
long after the beginning of the narration itself. But if the narration evolves 
by postponing its outset—or more precisely one of its outsets—until it 
becomes almost indispensable to the understanding of what is to follow, 
“when the Pequod’s weedy hull rolls side by side with the barnacled bulls 
of the leviathan” (116), then this outset which is necessarily produced 
apres-coup by the coercion of narration gains a fictional status that, through 
its ambiguity, allows an inside view into the production of the text. 

Ambiguous inception for cetology is both a branch of a positivistic, 
apparently nonfictional science and an entangled, intrinsic part of the writ¬ 
ing of Moby-Dick itself. As a positivistic science, cetology is exterior to the 
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narration, but as part of the fiction of which it partakes, it is encompassed 
by and inscribed in it. Undoubtedly, by lending itself to such an inscrip¬ 
tion, cetology as a natural science will not remain untouched. In short, 
what the narration postpones as an outset until its mention becomes indis¬ 
pensable is the language of science dealing with whales. In the framework 
of the narration, however, this language has no particular privilege, for it 
is simply one of the various languages displayed by Melville in Moby-Dick. 
However, this recourse to scientific language is not intended to expose the 
failure of language coping with what James Guetti calls the “ineffable.” In 
fact, as Guetti himself points out, the procedure in question “refutes the 
idea that. . . inadequacy may become suggestive of anything beyond lan¬ 
guage and thus of meaningful failure itself.” 3 Nor does Melville, by intro¬ 
ducing the artificial language of science, merely tend to “the scholarship 
of imagination: the only kind, after all, at home in a work of fiction,” 
as Harold Beaver writes in his commentary on Moby-Dick. After all, the 
scholarship of imagination is not independent of the language of science, 
especially if the latter becomes part of the language of fiction, thus sug¬ 
gesting a fictional core at the heart of scientific language itself. 4 If the 
display of various languages in Moby-Dick also displaces the language of 
univocity, as Guetti has convincingly shown to be the case with Ahab’s 
discourse, then this is altogether true for scientific discourse, the unequiv¬ 
ocal language par excellence. To assert that the staging of a multitude of 
possible rhetorics attempts to express the failure to get hold of the ineffa¬ 
ble is to miss the fact that the discourse on the ineffable is itself a rhetoric 
inserted within the fabric of the text. 

To the extent that Moby-Dick displays different linguistic codes, these 
various codes are unsettled with respect to their referential aspect, the 
referent being either the empirical object of science or the ineffable of a 
certain kind of literature or philosophy. To unsettle all possible linguistic 
codes also implies the fictionalization of their referents. So, if the move¬ 
ments of the text are recalcitrant to a concept such as the ineffable, if its 
movements seem to be essential to fiction, then perhaps its object might 
be the entirety of these very movements. By thus displacing the concept 
of the ineffable, I intend to call ineffable these movements of the text. For, 
insofar as the ineffable concerns what cannot be expressed in words, orally, 
it has to do only with writing, which operates via the handling and shifting 
of words and codes. My reading of the chapter entitled “Cetology” is an 
attempt to put forth, by insisting on certain metaphors, this notion of 
the ineffable: the scene and the necessity of writing. Such a point of view 
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reinterprets the deferred outset mentioned above no longer as just a pseu¬ 
doscientific matter that Ishmael has to settle before the narration can en¬ 
counter the whale; on the contrary, the matter to which Ishmael must 
devote himself is the staging of the scene of writing, its inevitability, and 
the impossibility of its enunciation. 5 Thus, this particular scene by which 
he tries “to grope down” (116) into the very beginnings of writing is nei¬ 
ther definitive, nor can it be permanendy fixed; rather it is repeated 
throughout the text. For its staging obeys the movements of writing itself, 
movements that constantly displace its final expression. This expression is 
deferred back and forth along the line of the text in order to find an en¬ 
larged exposition in the chapters “Stubb’s Supper,” “A Squeeze of the 
Hand,” and above all “The Blanket,” though I will not take these chapters 
into consideration here. 


Flattening Liberal Volumes 

I begin to outline this “draught of a draught” (128) with the systematized 
presentation of the science dealing with whales that Melville adumbrates 
in the chapter on “Cetology,” dealing first with its preliminaries by step¬ 
ping into “the very vestibule” (118) of its uncompleted architecture. 

The “systematized exhibition of the whale” (116) is, as the narrator 
advances, “a ponderous task” (118), since what is to be revealed, “the 
whale in his broad genera” (116), is veiled by the deep. And “what befell 
the weakling youth lifting the dread goddess’s veil at Sais”—namely, sor¬ 
row and a premature death—is the “fearful thing” at stake. 6 “To grope 
down into the bottom of the sea after them; to have one’s hand among the 
unspeakable foundation, ribs, and very pelvis of the world” (118) is neces¬ 
sary to undertake “the classification of the constituents of a chaos” (117). 
Thus, the architect of the building, of the system, feels about blindly for 
the already-drafted but hidden, speechless, and mute foundations at the 
bottom of the sea, submerging his hand in the basin-shaped structure of a 
uterus-like cavity. The architect, blinded from the very outset, is meant to 
outline in his draft nothing less than the chaotic structure of this pregiven 
architecture. 7 

The object of the architect is thus merely to project the draft of a system¬ 
atization of cetology reproducing a spatial object upon a plane surface by 
projecting its points, thereby precipitating the deepness of the sea, its cav¬ 
ity, onto its surface. The hand at the bottom of the sea is the hand that 
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casts or drafts a net in order to bring to the surface the particular constit¬ 
uents of the aforementioned chaos. On the surface of the sea appear frag¬ 
ments of the divided, shattered foundations of the world. Henceforth, 
nothing complete is to be expected because these fragments are but 
classified. 

By projecting the deep into the horizontal surface of the sea, the vol¬ 
ume of the deep is scattered upon “its unshored, harborless immensities” 
(116). This operation can be understood as the dividing of an original 
totality by means of its precipitation into a plane, disseminating this pri¬ 
mary whole into isolated constituents so as to produce its basically unen- 
compassable chaos. On the other hand, the chaos to be classified is a 
primary chaos, too: a voluminous chaos whose architecture paradoxically 
denies its architectural nature, for it is a moving structure loosely binding 
its always already scattered constituents. Because the division is original 
and because the whale in its broad genera is from the very outset partaking 
in this primary diffusion, its projection into the flat surface of the sea—a 
projection by which what had been hidden now becomes visible—doubles 
the original dissemination so that all secondary attempts to divide and 
classify the original division are rendered hopeless. “On this rock every 
one of the whale-naturalists has split” (122), claims the narrator, for “the 
true matter of dividing” (117) sought by the naturalist shatters against the 
fact that the whale is a constituent of a primary dispersion and an agent of 
the force of division itself. 

Science has at its disposal a twofold method of division: it may detach 
the exterior particularities from the body of an object, and it may dissect 
this body in order to establish a set of inner distinctions. As to the first, 
taxonomic approach, the narrator states that it “is in vain to attempt a 
clear classification of the Leviathan, founded upon either his baleen, or 
hump, or fin, or teeth; notwithstanding that those marked parts or features 
very obviously seem better adapted to afford the basis for a regular system 
of Cetology than any other detached bodily distinctions, which the whale, 
in his kinds, presents” (122). For “these are things whose particularities 
are indiscriminately dispersed among all sorts of whales” (122). More de¬ 
cisive is the fact that these features common to the entire genera of whales 
do not permit their division and classification relative to their particular 
arrangement. “In various sorts of whales, they [these features] form such 
irregular combinations; or, in the case of any one of them detached, such 
an irregular isolation; as utterly to defy all general methodization formed 
upon such a basis” (122). These distinctive features form no regular pat¬ 
tern because they are disseminated all over the body of whales—as much 
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over the body of the entire species as over the body of any one individual. 
Neither the combination nor the isolation of the singular traits allows 
their being marshaled into a figure, especially in light of the fact that the 
individuals of one kind of species are basically to be understood as devia¬ 
tions from a merely fictitious species, or family. Dispersed in irreducible 
and irregular combinations or prominent to such a degree that their isola¬ 
tion allows no classification, the seemingly distinctive features characteriz¬ 
ing whales repeat furthermore the original dispersion of the whales 
themselves. The irregular combinations, or the outstanding aspects in 
their irreducible isolation, are no deviation from a standard rule in view of 
which they could be determined as exceptions; on the contrary, the irregu¬ 
larly patterned features, or their overruling isolation, sweep away all possi¬ 
ble rules. They are the movement of deviation itself. 

What happens, the narrator asks, if science descends “into the bowels 
of the various leviathan” (123)? “Why there you will not find distinctions 
a fiftieth part as available to the systematizer as those external ones already 
enumerated” (123). The scalpel of science that cuts into a volume, into a 
space rolling upon itself, arrests the movement of such folding itself into 
itself, and cuts into sheer nothingness. 8 This voluminous space of dissemi¬ 
nating spacing also represents the movement of a primary cutting com¬ 
pared to which the scientific operation of dissecting is but a powerless 
poking about, especially because science fancies itself cutting into an uncut 
volume, into a substantial object that is identical with itself. Ishmael, 
“waiving all argument” exclaims: “Dissect him how I may, [. . .] I but go 
skin deep. I know him not, and never will.” 9 For the “impenetrable veil” 
which conceals the whale is the fathomless skin which yields to the knife 
only to give way to another layer or leaf of skin. Leaf upon leaf, the volume 
of the whale scatters its pages “in its lost, harborless immensities.” 

But supposing that science, by gathering distinctive features and by dis¬ 
secting the whale, would proceed to explain the whale by means of these 
detached traits, it would then delve into sheer cannibalism, into a scientific 
cannibalism feeding on the whale, which feeds the light of science. The 
distinctive feature that is detached, cut away from the body of the fish, is 
that by which science enlightens that body. Over this same light, which is 
also a flame, similar to the burning spermaceti by means of which Stubb 
prepares his whale steak, the fish is stewed into a dish and served to the 
devouring appetite of science. Thus, Ishmael rejects the explanatory pro¬ 
cedures of science on behalf of this autoaffective and tautological rota¬ 
tion. 10 But does the theoretical autoaffection not simulate the rolling of 
the volume of the whale upon itself? No, for the rolling of the whale is a 
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movement of unfolding, rolling away from a merely fictitious identity and 
unflaggingly deferring its occurrence. Undermining every possible outset 
of its movement, the volume of the whale is a pure displacement of this 
movement itself: the constant disruption of the circuit so as to produce its 
unfolding into space and the projection of its volume into the scattering 
and scattered surface. The implications of these apparently abstract devel¬ 
opments will become more evident as I proceed. 

Now, if the scientific approach fails to give an account of the whale, the 
narrator asks, “what then remains” (123)? What remains is an irreducible 
residue concerning the nature of the hitherto unmastered whale and the 
only remaining possibility in dealing with it. Both remnants are congenital 
to each other. What remains is “nothing but to take hold of the whales 
bodily, in their entire liberal volume, and boldly sort them that way” (123). 

“But it is a ponderous task,” “a fearful thing,” “no ordinary lettersorter 
in the post-office is equal to it” (118). Why this is the case will soon be¬ 
come clear. Who, anyway, is the subject that can undertake such an en¬ 
deavor? The subject in question will have to make a covenant with the 
Leviathan, otherwise “the hope of him is in vain” (118). A covenant—a 
written agreement binding both the leviathan and the narrator, inserting 
them as subjects within a textual fabric. The possibility of such a contract 
had to be earned and the narrator had to swim “through libraries” and to 
sail “through oceans” (118). The narrator, Ishmael, had to assume his 
being an outcast—the outcast son of Abraham and Hagar according to the 
account in Genesis —and had to stray about the same Scriptures where the 
other outcast, the leviathan, resides. The covenant can only be established 
in the sense that these two outcasts are both wandering through the textual 
network of the same body of writing. Both of them are letters in this scrip¬ 
tural body. The covenant inscribes the narrator within a fabric that sur¬ 
rounds him in such a way that his identity is entirely unsettled. This is the 
fearful thing to which no ordinary letter sorter in the post office could be 
equal. One is reminded, of course, of Bartleby, whose vocation was to deal 
with those letters that “on errands of life . . . speed to death.” 11 Bartleby, 
undoubtedly, is an ordinary letter sorter who is not up to his task, for he 
is overcome by the letters, which pull him to death. Bartleby is no exegete 
of the letters; he does not take hold of the letters bodily, in their entire 
volume, in order to sort them boldly that way. He does not assume from 
the outset the dispersing movement of the letters, which circulate only to 
leave the traces of death in their wake. To take hold of the letters in all 
their corporality is also to face being crossed out by their movement; it is 
to assume the mark of the letters on one’s own body, to be outcast from 
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one’s own identity and thus thrown into the deadly movement of their 
drift. Bartleby, by not having faced this inevitable destiny of the letters, 
their being without destination, is, henceforth, their ultimate receiver in 
the dead letter office: he has to die, not having made a covenant with these 
letters by means of which he would have become one of them himself. 
Only the contract by means of which he is struck dead would have made 
him circulate endlessly, marked by the sign of death. Ishmael, on the con¬ 
trary, is able to continue his circulation since he assumes that he is an 
outcast and thus faces being crossed out by the letter. Narrating the story 
of Ahab and the whale, he adds himself as a letter to the floating library 
containing the undelivered books. 

No surprise, then, if the narrator, offering his endeavors to establish 
at least “some sort of popular comprehensive classification” (118), can¬ 
not pretend to anything complete. “Any human thing supposed to be 
complete,” Ishmael claims, “must for that very reason infallibly be 
faulty” (118). Compared to the abyss, the bottomless bottom of the 
worlds, any human attempt to banish the always already scattered deep 
into a horizontal plane not only remains inadequate, but as the deep 
is already the movement of eternal dispersion, it also infinitely defers 
completeness. Of this primary incompleteness no definite account is 
possible. So, after having exposed his system, Ishmael can assert in the 
end that he has kept his promise: “I now leave my cetological System 
standing thus unfinished, even as the great Cathedral of Cologne was 
left, with the crane still standing upon the top of the uncompleted tower. 
For small erections may be finished by their first architects; grand ones, 
true ones, ever leave the copestone to posterity. God keep me from ever 
completing anything” (127-28). 

Two other reasons why the system of cetology cannot be finished need 
to be mentioned. First: Moby-Dick, the white whale, is in no way its cope- 
stone; on the contrary, it shatters the whole system. Notwithstanding his 
belonging to the family of the sperm whale, he circumvents the entire 
group in the sense that he is the pure movement of deviation. The sperm 
whale’s head surpasses, by the singularity and isolation of his outstanding 
features—the whiteness of his skin, his grandeur, and so on—his entire 
class, radically shaking its thorough, complete definition. With him cetol¬ 
ogy as a systematized exhibition of the whale is unshored, spread out again 
into harborless immensities. The movement of dispersion which affects 
the whole genera is true of its head as well: a head, like a chapter that can 
undo a book, if it strives for completeness, can unsettle the whole system 
of the genera. Secondly, Ishmael elaborates his classification solely in 
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order to dethrone a usurper upon the throne of the sea, namely, the 
Greenland whale. Thus, Ishmael’s system is Charing Cross, the center of 
old London where public hangings used to be held. The decapitation of 
the former monarch is not only the effect of the sperm whale’s grandeur, 
of its magnificence, but also of the profound ferocity that defines it as the 
agency through which all orders are smashed to such a degree that not 
even his own head can be erected as a marshalling principle. 

Two books have hitherto tried “to put the living sperm whale” before 
the reader which “at the same time, in the remotest degree succeed in the 
attempt” (118). So it happens that “the sperm whale, scientific or poetic, 
lives not complete in any literature. Far above all other hunted whales, his 
is an unwritten life” (118). Moby-Dick, then, is Ishmael’s attempt to write 
this unwritten life, to make the sperm whale live entirely in literature. Yet, 
Ishmael, as I have argued, does not promise anything complete. How is 
this apparent contradiction to be understood? The sperm whale’s life is 
yet an unwritten life. Only by writing this life does it become complete in 
literature. The two books that pretend to put it before us write on the 
whale, and thus prove to have little knowledge of it. For the sperm whale 
lives in literature only insofar as it becomes the book itself, as its volumi¬ 
nous grandeur coincides with the volume of the book. It remains a white 
leaf as long as its life has not been written, and comes to life only when 
the furrows or the wrinkles of its trajectory are traced into this white sheet. 
Inseminating the blank surface, writing opens in its space the volume con¬ 
stituted by disseminated marks left as traces of the whale’s movement. 
Through this deadly path the sperm whale lives its life, its only possible 
life, a life in literature that coincides with an unflagging crosscut and cross¬ 
ing out. Only in such a way does the sperm whale live complete in litera¬ 
ture. His course, however, like those letters without an addressee and 
destined to speed toward death, cannot be mastered. A book, even if it is 
the written life of the sperm whale, is unable to comprehend his uncon¬ 
trollable movement. Therefore, Ishmael cannot pretend to write anything 
complete because both the cetological system and Moby-Dick are but the 
traces of the sperm whale’s irreducible movement. Both the cetological 
system and “this whole book” are “but a draught—nay, but the draught 
of a draught” (128). 

If the sperm whale lives solely in literature, and if a single book cannot 
comprehend its untameable motion, then its complete life manifests itself 
in endless substitutions of one book for another. So it happens that 
“though of real knowledge there be little, yet of books there are plenty” 
(117). As the whale’s nature is such that one can only make it live by letting 
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it write its life, and as this life cannot be comprehended in one book, one 
book opens in its volume the need for its further supplementation by other 
books. The hidden chaotic architecture concealed at the bottom of the 
sea, whose foundations Ishmael strives blindly to elucidate, is this never- 
to-be-perfected library through which he swims. In dredging it up to the 
surface, making its books emerge, Ishmael produces only a draft of a draft, 
because the primary library, indifferent to its secondary scattering by 
means of this dredging, is itself only an incomplete structure. The draft 
of the draft corresponds to the forever tentative “popular comprehensive 
classification,” to the “easy outline [. . .] for the present, hereafter to be 
filled in all its departments by subsequent laborers” (118). Not only are 
these subsequent laborers supposed to fill out the departments which Ish¬ 
mael, writing only the life of the sperm whale, has left unfilled, but they 
are also to incorporate into the system unknown whales, hereafter to be 
“caught and marked” (127). Because they strive for the impossible exhibi¬ 
tion of the whale’s complete life, they are forced to subdue themselves to 
the necessity of writing: the endless supplementing of one book by an¬ 
other. As writing is the proper object of literature, the always escaping 
whale or the never to be mastered movement of writing cannot once and 
for all be caught in one volume. The unfinished architecture is the illimit¬ 
able structure of the architexture, of the primary text, of the original move¬ 
ment of writing which, as the unique object of literature, permits only 
its endless repetition through supplements. Inherently constituted by the 
movement of writing itself, it is incapable of ever getting a final hold on 
this primary object of literature. 

To return to what remains if neither external nor internal distinctive 
features are apt for the classification of whales—that is, “to take hold of 
the whale bodily, in his entire liberal volume” is to elaborate “the Biblio¬ 
graphical system here adopted” (121). This consists in the copying of 
books, mainly by tearing out and rewriting pages of the Scriptures, as well 
as in producing, in view of what has already been written, new books to 
be inserted into the library. But this idea of a bibliographical system sug¬ 
gests that, as far as books are concerned, they are original, or primary books 
with respect to which all other possible works are secondary supplements. 
As the whale lives only as literature, in the ambiguous way previously men¬ 
tioned, writing on the whale implies setting out inevitably with former 
books on this matter: in particular, the original book, the Holy Scriptures. 
As the bibliographical system serves to support the classification of books 
in a library, it also implies that these books be ordered according to their 
magnitude. Before entering the provisional draft of the architecture to 
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follow, however, one must tarry a while longer in its vestibule. Before 
whales can be classified within such an order, further reasons for their 
liberal volume must be presented. 

“First: The uncertain, unsettled condition of this science of Cetology 
is in the very vestibule attested by the fact, that in some quarters it still 
remains a moot point whether a whale be a fish” (i 18). By definition cetol¬ 
ogy can only be a science, a logical discourse, if it deals with Cetacea, 
which, according to their etymological root deriving from the Latin cetus 
and the Greek ketos, are sea monsters or huge fish. As long as this has not 
been definitely established, cetology remains in “utter confusion” (117). 
Defining the whale as a mammal, as Linnaeus does, banishes it “from the 
water” (119), which is the whale’s element and which thus implies that it 
is a fish. Without this fundamental acknowledgment, cetology remains a 
mere fantasy and hence lacks all scientific and logical value. Waiving aside 
pseudo-scientific arguments that fail to assume the etymological signifi¬ 
cance of cetology as a science of huge sea monsters, and that erroneously 
presuppose a nonfictional, objective status of the whale (an objective, that 
is external, referent for scientific or poetic investigation), Ishmael takes 
“the good old fashioned ground that the whale is a fish, and call[s] upon 
holy Jonah to back” (119) him. Here one must deal with another aspect of 
the leviathan covenant: Jonah provides a certain substantiating assistance, 
the Bible being the ultimate source of cetology. Jonah and the first literary 
emergence of the leviathan furnish Ishmael with a back: Ishmael’s belief 
that Jonah was devoured by a sea monster. Moreover, the well-ordered 
scientific system of cetology is here revealed to contain a phantasmic or 
fictional dimension: the anticipation of the “draught of the draught” of 
the architecture to follow needs not only the support of a former architec¬ 
ture and a previous writing by which its systematic elaboration is rendered 
consistent, but every fiction seems to rest upon an irreducible fabric of a 
primary-yet-unfinished fiction that it has to rewrite and supplement. This 
is true as well of science as a positivistic discourse that constitutes itself 
precisely through the repression of its fictional dimension, which never¬ 
theless continues to haunt it, as it were, in the form of a blind spot in 
the scientific discourse that, being unthought, nevertheless orders its 
structure. 

Now, “this fundamental thing settled [that the whale be a fish], the next 
point is, in what internal respect does the whale differ from other fish . . . 
Linnaeus has given you those items. But in brief they are these: lungs and 
warm blood; whereas, all other fish are lungless and cold blooded” (119). 
By putting forth this difference which sorts fish into common fish and sea 
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monsters of ambiguous natures, Ishmael reinscribes the scientific dis¬ 
course along with its positivistic knowledge into the fictional network of 
cetology, encompassing science by the element within this discourse 
which has been suppressed as unscientific: the phantasmic source of its 
birth. 

Readers are already familiar with the idea that the interior differences 
of the whale are of no great value to one’s understanding. Consequently, 
science offers little resistance to its reinscription into cetology. But what 
about the exterior features by which whales are distinguished? “Next: how 
shall we define the whale, by his obvious externals, so as conspicuously to 
label him for all time to come? To be short, [. ..] a whale is a spouting fish 
with a horizontal tail” (i 19). It should first be emphasized that what enters 
into this definition are the obvious externals of the whale that one can 
behold when it appears at the surface of the sea, as the result of its projec¬ 
tion into the surface which separates the depth from the heights above the 
sea. Regarding what is seen of the whale, this definition labels it as an axial 
section constituted by the horizontal surface of the sea and the vertical 
dimension of depth and height. Thus labeled, the whale becomes the in¬ 
stance of disrupting the surface; this linguistic definition binds the whale 
for all time to language according to the archaic meaning of label, band or 
fillet. Caught forever in the net of language, the whale, in regard to its 
determination as an axial section, can no longer be considered an object 
exterior to language. For the disruption of the plane surface is nothing less 
than the inscription of a mark upon its hitherto virgin space, the opening 
of a gap in a surface. And indeed, what does the definition, “a spouting fish 
with a horizontal tail” (119), signify but the movement of this interruption 
within the created blank space, the label ready for the entry of subsequent 
data? This blank space is a featureless place, a hyphen substituting for an 
impossible exteriority of language, which is to be filled with names. It is a 
featureless space insofar as the definition retains of the whale only those 
features that, although exterior, nevertheless draw the interrupting ges¬ 
ture. What science has distinguished as the specific features of the whale 
will have to be subsequently distributed along the henceforth breached 
space of the surface. 

Ishmael continues: “However contracted, that definition is the result of 
an expanded meditation” (119). In reducing the features to a mere axial 
section, the definition draws the whale together into a movement whose 
monstrosity, nonetheless, is hardly diminished given the tearing of the 
immaculate surface that it brings about. This contracted definition, as the 
minimal Tractatus Cetaceus, is established according to the initial covenant, 
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the binding agreement Ishmael has made with the Leviathan—with the 
haunting movement of writing in the Scriptures. As the “result of an ex¬ 
panded meditation”—Ishmael’s cruising through the libraries—a medita¬ 
tion taking the “measure of what is to be defined,” the contracted 
definition is “cogent” in that it couples two terms: tail and spout. “But the 
last term of the definition is still more cogent, as coupled with the first” 
(119). The definition is convincing, for it contracts two terms thus paired 
together by means of a copula. The expanded meditation thus extends 
outwardly the sexual overdetermination of the interrupting movement 
taking place in the axial section, thereby emphasizing the congeniality of 
sexuality and writing. 

Once “this ground-plan of Cetology” (119) is established as an empty 
space torn in an unspotted surface, “the grand divisions of the entire whale 
host” (119-20) is established. Now that the necessity of dissecting the 
whale or of discerning its exterior features has been overcome, the multi¬ 
tude of whales can be inscribed into the blank space of the definition. 
“First: According to magnitude I divide the whales into primary books 
(subdivisible into chapters), and these shall comprehend them all, both 
small and large” (120). (The possibility of such an inscription, though, 
remains dubious, for as Ishmael finally states, this system is left unfinished, 
incomplete. Whether the system will comprehend the entire host—both 
the guests that it accommodates and the strangers who are perhaps its 
enemies—is by no means certain. But I’ll leave this undecided.) In con¬ 
formity with the definition that opens up the twofold division of the space 
in which the entire whale host is now to be inscribed, the obvious and 
decisive externals of the whale are the spout and the horizontal tail. They 
are in sequence, not supplemented by other distinctive features that could 
be used as implements of the classification. On the contrary, the grand 
divisions are drawn only with regard to the magnitude of the initial exter¬ 
nals constituting the definition. So it happens that the whales are only 
classified according to their size. If the contracted definition labels a pri¬ 
mary aspect of writing, a decisive aspect of the scene of writing which I 
still have to render more precise, the gap opened in the surface has to be 
filled out with books, which, according to the magnitude of their object 
and the ferocity of the whale as their writing subject, are to be classified in 
view of their proximity to the initial breaching act that constitutes writing. 

The three primary books are classified in such an order. It is remark¬ 
able, however, that these three books ordered according to the enormity 
of their agent should infringe upon this rule in the classification of the 
chapters of the third book, where the porpoise is itemized in an inverse or 
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counterclockwise order. For Ishmael classifies the chapters of the third 
book in such a way as to end with “the largest kind of Porpoise” ( 127 ). 
Here—and this might be a first hint of an explanation—the porpoise is 
either “the great Sperm Whale himself in miniature,” or “he is chiefly 
found in the vicinity of that folio” ( 126 ). The chapters in which the books 
are divided live as capitulli and as canons under the rule of each book. But 
as the chapters of the third book are ordered in an inverse order, and as 
the porpoise refers in its aspects to the whales of the first book, the third 
one is re-bound into the first and included in its volume. Or is this rebind¬ 
ing to be understood as a counterclockwise movement that erases, in a 
movement to and fro, all the distinctions which have been established, so 
as to leave this cetological system terminally incomplete? The narrator 
distinguishes three primary books: the folio, the octavo, and the duo¬ 
decimo (whale). This order does not include the quarto. As is observed in 
a footnote, the whales of the second book, “though smaller than those of 
the former order, nevertheless retain a proportionate likeness to them in 
figure, yet the bookbinder’s Quarto volume in its diminished form does 
not preserve the shape of the Folio volume, but the Octavo volume does” 
( 123 ). The octavo and duodecimo whales are but diminutions of the 
folio whale, resulting from the corresponding folding of the original folio 
leaf: a folio leaf representing a once-folded page, thus not only the leaf of 
the first and greatest book, but also the leaf containing the elementary 
fold. As a folio is also a manuscript of a book, the narrator’s bibliographical 
system might recognize in it a page copied from the Scriptures, a single 
page dealing with the leviathan, torn out of the Holy Bible and folded 
successively in such a way as to give birth to all the books required to 
comprehend the entire whale host. The leviathan as the one elementary 
large and formidable fold engenders the volume of its yet unfolded multi¬ 
ple folds. 

What these three primary books contain according to their division 
into chapters are merely names. In the first chapter of the first book, 
where the narrator locates the sperm whale, no peculiarities of this whale 
are set forth. “All his peculiarities will, in many other places, be enlarged 
upon. It is chiefly with his name that I now have to do” ( 120 ). The chap¬ 
ters, as the heads of the books, are filled out with names that in some way 
represent the heads of the whales such that they constitute a gallery of 
appellations. These names, moreover, are bestowed on the whales. To be¬ 
stow, from stow, to stowen (Middle English) derives from the Greek stylos 
or pillar. Functioning as pillars, the names support the vaulting volume of 
both the cetological system and the body of the whale, thus forming the 
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before-mentioned gallery. The business of naming requires further atten¬ 
tion, for the names are supposed to distinguish sufficiently the creatures 
to be classified. One should immediately recognize that the names be¬ 
stowed on the various species derive from those particular and conspicu¬ 
ous features which, until now, had not been taken into account: the sperm 
whale is named according to the spermaceti which is derived from it, the 
finback whale derives his appellation from his “grand distinguishing fea¬ 
ture” (i 21), and so on. But the distinguishing traits that positivistic science 
has used to construct the purely “theoretic species” (122) are according to 
the nomenclature only the most outstanding ones from each species, iso¬ 
lated so as to overrule all other characteristics. Ishmael maintains his for¬ 
mer declaration that no system can be grounded upon a marshalling of the 
different features. Only the irregular isolation of one obvious feature 
serves the nomenclature. Further, because the whales are already named, 
especially “by their forecastle appellation” (127), and as there is also al¬ 
ready a plethora of these names, utter confusion reigns regarding the iden¬ 
tity of the species that they are meant to denote. With regard to the right 
whale, for example, the narrator states: “There is a great deal of obscurity 
concerning the identity of the species thus multitudinously baptized” 
(121). All the titles attributed to the whale which is to be included in the 
second species of the folio whale are applied “indiscriminately” ( 121 ). 
This is altogether true for most of the “forecastle names” (127); the whales 
are “curiously named” (124), or their names are inadequate insofar as they 
denote features common to all whales (as is the case of the hump back and 
the black fish), or their names are “indistinct” (in the case of the killer 
whale), and so forth. Thus, Ishmael asserts that “where any name happens 
to be vague and inexpressive” he “shall say so, and suggest another” (124). 
Finally, though, and their indistinctness notwithstanding, “the popular 
fisherman names for all these fish [. . .] generally [. . .] are the best” (124). 
In fact, only in the single special case of the Huzza porpoise does the 
narrator attribute a name of his “own bestowal, for there are more than 
one sort of porpoises, and something must be done to distinguish them” 
(126). In all other cases, Ishmael chooses one name from among the crowd 
of already-given names or he conserves the only available popular name. 

By inscribing names as chapters into the three primary books, the 
swarm of words and names contracts into a single appellation designating 
the volume of each species. What is intended here is an appropriate no¬ 
menclature that designates the whale relative to its “more essential partic¬ 
ulars” (122), its isolated outstanding features. Even if Ishmael does not 
thoroughly succeed in this attempt, its purpose nonetheless remains to 
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condense the multiplicity of swarming appellations. Consequently, one 
might ask whether this failure is not inevitable; after all does one name 
ever suffice to encompass the volume of its signified? Does the manifold 
nature of the monstrous creature to be designated not itself produce the 
profusion of its appellations? And since one name cannot exhaust the 
whale’s volume, might the supplementary creation of names not be more 
appropriate to its nature? Undoubtedly this is the case to a certain degree, 
but the name, however appropriate, incorporated into the system does not 
pretend to sound the deep. It does not intend to grasp for an essence of the 
volume insofar as the volume is its own constant and continuous deferring. 
Rather than an essence, the sounding produces only sounds—that then 
become names. The names attributed to the chapters are, as I have ar¬ 
gued, only formed in view of an outstanding irregular feature. This fea¬ 
ture, and thus the name, in no way designates the totality of its object. In 
relation to a possible essence of the whale even the best names remain 
inappropriate. For as a book or writing constantly displaces the final oc¬ 
currence of its meaning, and thus establishes the tradition of endless exe¬ 
gesis, its title, like the titles of its chapters, foregrounds only superficial 
marks that in no way exhaust its movement. And as most of the names of 
the enumerated whales are drawn from features common to all whales, the 
specific names have no necessary reference to a salient character, such that, 
strictly speaking, they designate nothing at all. This is all the more true of 
the name’s relation to the entire volume of what it signifies. 

What, then, is the function of the name, if it has no necessary link to 
what it designates? Its role is merely to call a first articulation into the 
volume constituted by the breached surface, to inscribe it in this volume 
as a rumor, and more specifically, to reinscribe the verbal sound of a name 
into the scene of writing. Those fabulous and “wild rumours” which 
abound in maritime life, 12 tied and inscribed within the opened gap in the 
contracted form of a name, become the impelling instances or tokens of 
an anticipated unraveling of the writing of the chapters of the books. 
The chapters of the books, containing only names that by means of their 
insertion into the volume have recovered their initial written nature, are 
potential books themselves. Linked to the specific scene in which the blank 
surface is interrupted, they are miniatures of the volume they designate. 
More precisely, they are arbitrary signs constituting the seeds of a further 
filling out of the space, having been inserted in it in accordance with the 
law that rules the gap, the law of writing as the law of breaching. Originat¬ 
ing initially in the primary scene of writing (the circulating rumors spring 
forth from the inscription of the name of leviathan in the Holy Scriptures), 



42 


Scenarios for a Theory 


they are names that seem to live independently, without regard for any 
concrete object. In fact, the sperm whale’s name “philologically consid¬ 
ered” (i 20) is absurd, for in ancient times spermaceti “was popularly sup¬ 
posed to be derived from [. . .] the Greenland or Right Whale” (120). 
Only when “the true nature of spermaceti became known,” was this appel¬ 
lation “at last [. . .] bestowed upon the whale from which this spermaceti 
was really derived” (120). Thus, the sperm whale’s name existed long be¬ 
fore it was known. Only later did it obtain the name that, from the very 
beginning, was its own. As a result of this formerly existing name, the 
sperm whale’s nominal originality—that is, the implicit assertion that it is 
the true monarch of the seas—is the result of a movement of Nachtrdglich- 
keit, of an apres-coup (belatedness). The name consequently lives an inde¬ 
pendent life and can be shifted from one object to another. 

Moreover, there are still whales of whom “little is known but [. . .] 
(their) name” (123), such as the razor-back whale. Hardly known and 
rarely seen, this whale exists only as a name. But strangely enough, there 
are still more names without any referent at all, names that wait as letters 
in the Dead Letter Office to be attributed to a receiver. There are plenty 
of these names. After having developed his uncompleted cetological sys¬ 
tem, Ishmael comes to them as they remain as irreducible remainders that 
this system has failed to comprehend. “Above, you have all the Leviathan 
of note. But there are a rabble of uncertain, fugitive, half fabulous whales, 
which as an American whaleman, I know by reputation, but not person¬ 
ally” (127). And so, he starts enlisting an endless number of still-hovering 
appellations, names in want of their referent, enabling the narrator to pro¬ 
claim that “if any of the following whales, shall hereafter be caught and 
marked, then he can readily be incorporated into this system” (127). But 
if for any of these names there is still the possibility of being inserted or 
reduced by the system, there remain yet other names among them which 
apparently have no chance of ever being attributed: “From the Icelandic, 
Dutch and English authorities, there might be quoted lists of uncertain 
whales, blessed with all manner of uncouth names. But I omit them as 
altogether obsolete; and can hardly help suspecting them for mere sounds, 
full of Leviathanism, but signifying nothing” (127). These uncouth 
names—uncaught, as it were, in the net of the system—are mere sounds 
yet full of leviathanism, which is thus linked to sounds or rumors, indepen¬ 
dent of a concrete referent. Of leviathan names there are more than levia¬ 
thans. These names hover, as another scattered volume waiting to be 
engraved into the liberal volume of the whale. As floating marks, as mere 
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signifiers signifying nothing, they respond to the primary leviathan opera¬ 
tion, the act of breaching the surface, itself an operation that itself cannot 
be caught entirely in words. Among all of the floating names crossing the 
chapter entitled “Cetology,” only a small list is inserted, incorporated into 
its manifold gaps. Here they function, as I suggested, as the seeds of stories 
to be unfolded. But at the same time, in order to signify, they reduce 
leviathanism to an order of signifieds so as to produce the idea, however 
ambiguous, of creatures that exist beyond the linguistically delimited ceto- 
logical system. But the whale is veiled by the deep while the mere sounds 
of leviathanism loom in the heights; the whale as the mighty signifier, as 
the agency of breaching the immaculate surface, glides beneath the realm 
of names, this other secondary order of signifiers. Only where the whale 
in its leviathan majesty protrudes do the words tumble down onto the page 
in order to signify it. A small number of these succeed in fixing themselves 
to the outstanding features from which the cetology is formed. But the 
names that thus “hook the nose” of the leviathan are vague, indistinct, and 
inappropriate. Most of the time they do not even designate as much as one 
outstanding feature. Hence the imperfection of the system they form, 
while further encounters with sounds full of leviathanism that accompany 
the leviathan’s breach announce an erasing of its order and a new, if 
equally provisory, reordering of the system. This unsettling and erasing 
movement of what has been written is, as I will argue, the very scene of 
writing at stake in the concept of the bibliographical system. 


The Dial ofAhaz 

What is to follow is no theory of writing, for, as a matter of fact, the scene 
of writing incorporated in the text is only a representation of this scene. 
The scene of writing condenses the act of writing into a figure which itself 
is produced in the very act of writing. Every representation of the scene of 
writing, and this is equally true for its theoretical comprehension, remains 
subordinated to the process of writing. As a figure, the scene of writing is 
writing frozen into place, and yet, as it is subordinated to writing, writing 
undoes the figure in which writing itself becomes arrested by the very 
movement of writing itself. No wonder, then, if the scene I shall momen¬ 
tarily pin down is a simile, a quotation from an already written book, the 
Bible. The scene of writing to be evoked is therefore not only a represen¬ 
tation produced by the unmasterable movement of writing itself, but a 
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transformation of a formerly given scene. The simile in question appears 
in chapter 3, entitled “Fin-Back of the first book”: 

Even if not the slightest other part of the creature be visible, this isolated 
fin will, at times, be seen plainly projecting from the surface. When the sea 
is moderately calm, and slightly marked with spherical ripples, and this 
gnomon-like fin stands up and casts shadows upon the wrinkled surface, it 
may well be supposed that the watery circle surrounding it somewhat re¬ 
sembles a dial, with its style and wavy hour-lines graved on it. On that 
Ahaz-dial the shadow often goes back. (121-22) 

Before attempting an analysis of this passage, I would like to justify the 
generalization I intend to make. The rising fin is indeed the main axis 
around which my interpretation turns. The question is whether I am war¬ 
ranted in extending what can be derived from this peculiar mark of the 
fin-back whale to the bodies of the other whales. Certainly, as I have ar¬ 
gued already, the fin is a common trait of all whales (except the porpoise). 
The fin-back’s fin is only appropriate insofar as it is the outstanding fea¬ 
ture of its kind and is used as a name in order to distinguish it from the 
other species. But more profoundly, as the fin is the instance of rising to 
the surface of the sea which matters for my interpretation, the develop¬ 
ments that follow could be centered equally around the hump, the tail, the 
spout, or the whales “tossing themselves to heaven” (126). The fin, how¬ 
ever, “some three or four feet long, growing vertically from the hinder 
part of the back, of an angular shape, and with a very sharp pointed end” 
(121), or with a razor-like protrusion, pertains more directly to the staging 
of writing, and Ishmael does not casually link this outstanding feature with 
the simile of the sundial of Ahaz. 

In what way does this passage inscribe the scene of writing into the 
text? Analogous to “his straight and single lofty jet rising like a tall misan¬ 
thropic spear upon a barren plain” (122), the fin-back’s fin projects spo¬ 
radically from the surface. The sharp blade of the fin tears and splits the 
barren surface of the water apart, producing the ripples that mark the fin¬ 
back’s presence. Above, I demonstrated that this action of breaching an 
immaculate surface or of tracing folds into a surface could be understood 
as the very effect of writing. Moreover, the outstanding feature, the fin, 
bestowed on the body of this whale as his name, is not only the column, 
but the stylus, too—the instrument of writing, of marking and incision. 
Thus, the cutting tool of the fin not only marks at times or intervals ele¬ 
mentary characters upon the barren surface; its dividing action also pro¬ 
duces tidal movements, the elementary letters of time. Time, indeed, 
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comes from tide, which is derived from the Greek daiesthai —to divide. The 
stylus-like fin consequently links letter and time in the process of primary 
writing. It does so, however, at intervals, which are either measurable—as 
in the case of the sperm whale, whose diving and reemerging serves as a 
measure of time because “an undeviating rhyme [can be observed] be¬ 
tween the periods of his jet and the ordinary periods of respiration” 13 —or 
completely unexpected, as is the case with the fin-back. At intervals, time 
and letters coincide. The style or the stylus of the sharp-pointed fin pro¬ 
duces time and letters simultaneously, erasing them as soon as the out¬ 
standing feature disappears into the deep. Thus, the elementary writing 
produces its own erasure through the intervals punctuating time. 

The fin projects itself from the surface; the whales “keep tossing them¬ 
selves to heaven”; “[o]ut of the bottomless profundities the gigantic tail 
seems spasmodically snatching at the highest heaven” 14 because the whales 
are sun worshippers. “Standing at the mast-head of my ship during a sun¬ 
rise that crimsoned sky and sea, I once saw a large herd of whales in the 
east, all heading towards the sun, and for a moment vibrating in concert 
with peaked flukes.” 15 But these sun worshippers interpret the sun in a 
rather curious way. They interpret it with their upstanding gnomon-like 
fin. The stylus of the sundial refracts the light of the sun, extinguishes it, 
and projects it as a shadow onto the wavy hour lines engraved upon it. On 
these hour lines the sun sinks into its grave. The sun—or what it stands 
for, the donor of all life, the logos spermatikos —sees its semen put to death 
by its extinction, the shadow. The moving shadow, as a result of this cast¬ 
ing-down of the sun, marks the derived scene of writing which not only 
puts the fertilizing semen to death, but equally unsettles the logos, the 
meaning, the semantic unities by scattering them and splitting them as 
dark spots, like the slitting razor-sharp point of the style upon the surface. 
The logos spermatikos is projected onto an already “wrinkled surface” (121), 
a surface already torn, twisted, and wrenched into spherical ripples. Con¬ 
sequently, there is no prior immaculate surface where the seeding logos 
spermatikos could strew its semantic unities. The furrows engendered by 
the rising style close upon the quenched sema. An already primary scene 
of writing in which the unspotted surface has been stained catches the inky 
traces of the extinguished sunbeams and renders possible the representa¬ 
tion of the scene of writing as a thus derivative scene. 

Hovering in the heights are the floating names, the bearers of signifi¬ 
cance that cast themselves down in order to attach themselves to the upris¬ 
ing objects. But on the sharp edge of the style they are diffracted so that 
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only their shadow comes to designate these objects; at this threshold be¬ 
tween depth and height, signifier and signified become utterly indistin¬ 
guishable from one another. The mere sounds full of leviathanism but 
signifying nothing, after having tumbled down and hit the style where 
their shadow signifies an object, become the names that henceforth func¬ 
tion as signifiers for the signified objects. Their former nature, however, 
as leviathan sounds, qualify them as sounds signifying nothing because 
they suffice in themselves, and they can therefore be understood as origin¬ 
ary signifieds as well. The whales represent the gliding movement of the 
signifier, which is only arrested by the name after its transformation into 
a singular signifier, and which as a result of being named becomes a signi¬ 
fied. The derived scene of writing, rendered possible on the always already 
deflowered leaf of white paper, is thus the scene of the transformation of 
the signifier into the signified and vice versa, though this is a transforma¬ 
tion whose effects are always undone again by the primary agency of writ¬ 
ing. It undoes what the secondary scene of writing implies: the attribution 
of names to objects and their systematized ordering. 

At times, this erasure is the effect of the diving of the whales and their 
names’ subsequent rebound toward the realm in which the mere sounds 
of leviathanism reside. But although this effacing movement is at work in 
the derived scene of writing, it can only be thought, of course, as being 
linked to the primary erasing that the wrinkles or ripples perform on the 
surface. If the dial is the apparatus of writing in which both scenes are 
articulated, producing the letter subject to time and the letter of time, 
then the shadow which often goes back on this dial and which undoes 
its former writing has to be understood as a counterclockwise movement 
originated by the effacing of the primary writing. 16 

Ahaz, King of Judah, introduced the sundial with which he had become 
acquainted through the Assyrians. Hezekiah, his son, ascended to the 
throne and became sick unto death. The Lord admonished him to set his 
house in order and so Hezekiah did and he prayed to the Lord. But the 
word of the Lord came to Isaiah, saying that he would heal Hezekiah for 
he had heard his prayer: 

And Hezekiah said unto Isaiah, What shall be the sign that the Lord will 
heal me. . . . And Isaiah said, This sign shalt you have of the Lord, that the 
Lord will do the thing that he hath spoken: shall the shadow go forward ten 
degrees, or go back ten degrees? And Hezekiah answered, It is a light thing 
for the shadow to go down ten degrees: nay let the shadow return back¬ 
wards ten degrees. And Isaiah the prophet cried unto the Lord: and he 
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brought the shadow ten degrees backward, by which it had gone down in 
the dial of Ahaz. (King James Version, II Kings 20, 8-11) 

The episode is related once more in Isaiah 38, 8: 

Behold, I will bring again the shadow of the degrees, which is gone down 
in the sundial of Ahaz, ten degrees backward. So the sun returned ten de¬ 
grees, by which degrees it was gone down. 

Undoubtedly, the whole passage speaks of God’s omnipotence to undo 
what He has done, to turn back the course of time, to erase the signs of 
time in order to defer death and give a supplementary present to life. In 
the context of the chapter on cetology, however, the counterclockwise 
erasing of the marks of time and of letters of writing engenders an inverse 
effect: it is the result of the turning of the style about itself in the slashed 
wound of the surface which makes the shadow retreat. The twisting, pro¬ 
jected style erases what has been written by means of the diffraction of 
sunlight. Through this movement in which impregnated letters are put to 
death on its wavy hour lines, the style reenforces the extinction of the 
beams of the logos spermatikos casting themselves upon it. The liquidating 
and erasing agency is here imparted to the powers of depth. 17 Their sign, 
the gnomon-like fin, prevents and ruins every attempt of the logos sperma¬ 
tikos to inseminate, once and for all, the barren plain of the surface. Pro¬ 
jected on this already-ravished surface, the shadow is the fetus of the logos, 
of the procreating sun, set adrift. 

This is true as well of the “single lofty jet rising like a tall misanthropic 
spear upon the barren plain” (122). For even if “that vapour” is sometimes 
“glorified by a rainbow, as if Heaven had put its seal upon” it, the rainbow 
formed opposite the sun, by reflecting and refracting the sun’s rays in 
raindrops, marks the dissemination of its beams. 18 Even if the rainbow, 
like the shadow that goes back on the sundial, announces the sun’s return, 
the sun rises only to be diffracted again on the erected style. That style 
projecting from the surface, however, might itself be an indelible mark, a 
mark to protect its bearer like the mark the Lord set upon Cain. Of the 
fin-back Ishmael writes: “This Leviathan seems the banished and uncon¬ 
querable Cain of his race, bearing for his mark that style upon his back” 
(122). 

Should thus an even more profound scene of writing, encompassed by 
a theological horizon, be at the origin of those who are already developed? 
Should it be the Lord who engendered himself as style, as a primary mark? 
The text could suggest that such may be the case. But the style, this pri¬ 
mary incision, is at once the tool of writing and the tool of its striking out. 
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This mark set upon the forehead of Cain by the Lord in order that nobody 
should slay him is a rather ambiguous mark, for on its sharp-pointed edge 
the Word of the Lord comes down to be extinguished, to be inscribed 
into the wavy patterns of the ravished surface. As the mark turns into an 
instrument of writing, it undoes its own celestial origin; it unsettles its 
derivation from an origin prior to itself by engraving this origin into its 
written patterns, which it subsequently erases again. By annulling its ori¬ 
gin, inscribing it as one figure into its text, writing defers its outset. The 
style which engraves the letters on the withered leaf subordinates every 
priority to itself: there is no time prior to it. Writing, with no origin but 
the one it ascribes to itself in an eternal movement of supplementation, 
sets with its letters the time marks that open the dimensions of temporality 
in the fabric of its textuality. A time machine, a dial on which the shadow 
often turns back, writing engenders time only to put it to death. 



CHAPTER 2 


Autogeneous Engenderment 

Antonin Artaud’s Phonetic Body 


Adoniram raises his right arm and traces a horizontal line in the air 
with his open hand, then he draws a vertical line down the middle of 
it, thereby depicting two straight lines at right angles, like a plumb- 
line hanging from a ruler: the sign by which the Syrians draw the 
letter T. It was transmitted to the Phoenicians by the inhabitants of 
India who had named it tha and since then it has likewise been 
transmitted to the Greeks who call it tau. Signifying in those ancient 
languages, because of its hieroglyphical analogy, certain tools of the 
masonic profession, the figure T was a sign to rally. 

As soon as Adoniram has traced it in the air, a strange movement 
occurs in the crowd. This human sea surges backwards and forwards, 
as though it has suddenly been struck by a storm, then it begins 
moving in distinct and decisive directions. At first, there is only 
general confusion as everyone barges against each other, but groups 
are soon formed, grow bigger and break up, while empty spaces are 
arranged and particular groups draw up into square units which drive 
part of the multitude into the background. Thousands of men, 
following the orders of unknown leaders, fall into rank, like an army 
divided into three principle regiments, and subdivided into cohorts 
which, dense and deep though they are, remain distinct and separate. 

gerard de nerval, Journey to the Orient 1 


According to Condillac, poetry at its origin or during its childhood is char¬ 
acterized by an essential practice of omitting words. The style of the very 
first poems involved an omitted word, a word to be inferred, literally, to 
be understood ( sous-entendu ). Since, at its origin, the language of articu¬ 
lated sounds remained intimately connected to the language of action, the 
omitted word, which used to be a new word, a word formerly unknown or 
unheard of, had to be made up by tone and gestures, which, in fact, ex¬ 
pressed even better, and with greater force what this word stood for, than 
the spoken word itself would have done. Such a word might have been 
one for what just had come into being—poetry, that is, according to 
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Condillac, one of the earliest forms of the language of articulated sound. 
However, in this case, the missing word in question signals a lack by which 
poetry is beset from its outset, and, more generally, marks, in language, 
the absence of the representation of the origin of language itself. The 
creation of language, its “novelty” as well as the novelty of newborn 
words, has to be inferred or understood as remaining altogether inarticula- 
ble in language. Is this not precisely that which could be called the child¬ 
hood of language? A silence, a muteness, underlying all language and 
which, as in the case of those newborn words of which Condillac speaks, 
has to be supplemented by gestures and verbal sounds in order to come 
into presence? 

Introduced by necessity, the custom of mixing together the language of 
action and the language of articulate sounds continued a long time after 
there was no longer any need for it, especially in people with a very active 
imagination, such as the nations of the Orient. This had the effect that 
when a word was new, they understood each other just as well when they 
used it as when they did not. For this reason they often omitted it in order 
to express their thoughts with greater force or to include their thoughts 
within the measure of a verse. This freedom was all the more readily toler¬ 
ated because tone and gesture took the place of the omitted word, which 
was a consequence of the fact that poetry was made to be sung and could 
not yet be written down. 2 

Linked to the origin and the childhood of language, as well as to lan¬ 
guage in childhood, where a word—one’s proper name, for example— 
sounds like a mere noise pregnant with countless incomprehensible 
expectations, the omitted word might be understood as “some discourse 
of olden days” seeking its impossible verbalization in language. Such an 
attempt to verbalize the origin of language or of oneself as a self desig¬ 
nated by a word can make itself intelligible only through a personal epos 
staged and played out for a public. Analyzing the function of the word in 
psychoanalytical experience, Jacques Lacan reminds us that anamnesis in 
the psychoanalytical cure consists of the putting into words of the trau¬ 
matic event. Speaking of the patient, Lacan writes: 

He has simply recounted the event. But we would say that he has verbalized 
it [. . .] that he has made it pass into the verbe or more precisely into the 
epos by which he brings back into present time the origins of his own per¬ 
son. And he does this in a Language which permits his discourse to be 
understood by his contemporaries, and which furthermore presupposes 
their present discourse. Thus it happens that the recitation of the epos may 
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include some discourse of olden days in its own archaic or even foreign 
tongue, or may even pursue its course in present time with all the anima¬ 
tion of the actor; but it is like an indirect discourse, isolated inside quota¬ 
tion marks within the thread of the narration, and, if the discourse is played 
out, it is on a stage implying the presence not only of the chorus, but also 
of spectators. 3 

But the epos through which a discourse of olden days obliquely articulates 
itself may be a totally impersonal discourse, objective, as it were. A news 
item or a legend can function as the thread of such a discourse. Moreover, 
the omitted “word” characterizing such a discourse need not mark a trau¬ 
matic experience; it may also be the absent representation in language of 
the origin of the word. The story told between quotation marks could be 
the story of the origin of the verb, for example: it may be the account of 
oneself, of one’s own origin as verb in both the religious and the poetical 
sense. Furthermore, the story underlying the recounted event may also be 
the story of oneself, as, above all, a name. And finally, nothing prevents 
the recounted event itself from being inscribed in a discourse of origin, in 
a discourse with archival properties. 

This constitutes the complexity of the story told by Antonin Artaud at 
the beginning of his “The Theater and the Plague,” which, as an indirect 
discourse, obeys all these particularities. 4 And, precisely because of its 
complexity, it also offers itself to a reading in light of a theoretical prob¬ 
lem: the relation of the writing subject to the written subject, of the subject 
of enunciation and the subject of the statement. Although the distinction 
between these two kinds of subjects is generally attributed to Emile Ben- 
veniste, it may be traced back to Nietzsche, to whom I resort here, espe¬ 
cially, since the context in which the distinction is made is thematically 
close to what one encounters in Artaud. In The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche 
speaks of Archilochus as the first subjective artist, as the first artist to have 
used the personal pronoun “I” in his lyrics. Nietzsche, however, ascertains 
that the pronoun “I” in no way coincides with the “I” of the “actual wak¬ 
ing man.” The difference is decisive in that “the willing individual that 
furthers his own egoistic ends” cannot become the subject of art. Indeed, 
Nietzsche claims that “we know the subjective artist only as the poor art¬ 
ist, and throughout the entire range of art we demand first of all the con¬ 
quest of the subjective, redemption from the ‘ego,’ and the silencing of 
the individual will and desire.” 5 Who, then, is Archilochus, the first lyric 
poet? Nietzsche describes him as follows: 

As a matter of fact, Archilochus, the passionately inflamed, loving, and hat¬ 
ing man, is but a vision of the genius, who by this time is no longer merely 
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Archilochus, but a world-genius expressing his primordial pain symboli¬ 
cally in the symbol of the man Archilochus. 6 

The “I” of the subjective, of the empirically real artist, appears to be noth¬ 
ing but the tool, the image, the seeming of the genius of the universe 
envisioning itself through “the subjectively willing and desiring man, Ar¬ 
chilochus.” For Nietzsche, the relation between this genius of the world— 
a subjectivity torn between conflicting opposites—and its representation 
is such that the work of art (with its written “I”) comes to redeem the 
“primal unity, eternally suffering and contradictory.” 7 

Consequently, Nietzsche’s genuinely romantic conception of the origin 
of art presupposes, in addition to the subject of the statement (the pronoun 
“I” in Archilochus’s lyrics), a double subject of enunciation (the empirically 
real man Archilochus and the genius of the universe). This triple distinc¬ 
tion, slightly modified, will permit us to delineate the theoretical problem 
that is staged— mise-en-scene —in the story that opens “The Theater and 
the Plague.” If the genius of the world—the true subject of the work of 
art—still represents for Nietzsche a subject preceding creation, while the 
written “I” is that subject’s redeeming representation, I find that Artaud 
reverses this relation. For him, the actual subject of the text appears as a 
subject completely dependent on the written subject: it is but an aftereffect 
of the intratextual subject. In order to show this relation in which the 
writing subject is constituted by the written subject, I will first have to 
define the nature of the written subject in the story I intend to analyze. It 
will then become obvious that this subject, woven out of many details from 
Artaud’s life, is a subject with a body and a name. Its name, however, is 
not Artaud, but arto, a name that, at the same time, is the written subject’s 
purely phonetic body. 

No wonder, then, if the story to be read, a story that speaks of the true 
subject of the text, takes place inside an archive: “The archives of the 
little town of Cagliari, in Sardinia, contain the account of an astonishing 
historical fact {d’unfait historique et etonnant).”* Stemming from the Latin 
archivum and the Greek arkhaion, the archives designate those places in 
which public records or historical documents are preserved. Archae, in 
Greek, stands for rule, for origin, while the French arche signifies a vessel, 
arch, bridge, or coffin. These archives open up a twofold series of facts: 
on the one hand, a series of historical facts, and on the other, a series of 
astonishing facts. Containing a double series, the archive as an origin ap¬ 
pears double itself, including, for example, the records of births and 
deaths. It is a source of birth, an origin, while at the same time it represents 
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a coffin. But one series of facts, the astonishing facts, are “des faits eton- 
nants ” whose meaning comes from extonare , to strike with thunder, with 
stupor. This series may thus upset the archives, disrupting them for no 
longer being able to contain the most surprising facts that relate an account 
of the origin which differs from those that an archive normally contains. 9 
The account of the first series of historical facts begins as follows: 

One night at the end of April or the beginning of May, 1720, about twenty 
days before the arrival at Marseille of the Grand-Saint-Antoine, a vessel 
whose landing coincided with the most amazing outbreak of the plague in 
that city’s memory (la plus merveilleuse explosion de la peste qui ait fait bour- 
geonner les memoires de la cite), Saint-Remys, the viceroy of Sardinia, whose 
reduced monarchical responsibilities had perhaps sensitized him to the 
most pernicious of viruses, had a particularly afflicting dream: he saw him¬ 
self infected by the plague he dreamed was ravaging the whole of his tiny 
state. 10 

The series of the historical facts embraces the details of the story re¬ 
lated explicitly within the text. The second series, however, is woven into 
the first series and is to be produced by means of our reading. The chain 
of historical facts is a series that does not contain any grammatical evi¬ 
dence of either a written or a writing subject. It accomplishes this via “the 
so-called ‘objective’ mode of historical discourse, in which the historian 
never appears himself.” 11 The self-referentiality of the account of the 
events at Marseille, by which its discourse refers to the act of enunciation, 
must be discerned on a level other than that of its syntax, as the inscription 
of the written subject’s name in the form of a hypogram. 12 However 
doubtful its first inscription may be, it can be deciphered in the two first 
letters of the archives and the to of etonnant which close the first sentence 
in the original French. Thus, the hypogram in question is arto. 

But with the locus princeps of the quoted paragraph—with the vessel’s 
name—the inscription of the written subject’s name can be overlooked no 
longer. The patron saint invoked by the Grand-Saint-Antoine is St. An¬ 
thony, who presided during the eleventh century over a military and reli¬ 
gious order founded to care for those infected by the plague (feu sacre ou 
feu St. Antoine ). 13 The Antonins or Antonians, the members of this order, 
wore the Greek letter T, the letter Tau on their clothes. It was called the 
cross of St. Anthony, and represented a cane. 14 Tau is also the name of 
the instrument shaped according to the Greek letter that several Egyptian 
divinities hold in their hands. As this letter Tau (if pronounced in French) 
is assonant with -taud one may recognize in it the second diphone of the 
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hypogram arto, while the first diphone ar results from the vessel as an 
ar che . 15 

The Grand-Saint-Antoine is not a boat or a ship; it is more precisely a 
vessel ( vaisseau ), that is, a container, a vase. What does this vessel, sailing 
under the flag of an order that fought the plague, contain? It carries within 
its hull the virus of the plague. It is infected precisely by that which it is 
supposed to fight, and is thus of the nature of a pharmakon , 16 In the third 
section of “The Theater and the Plague,” Artaud describes this virus as a 
round-headed, short-tailed tadpole—in French, tetard, a word also mean¬ 
ing child or tot. The vessel consequently represents a mother’s womb. 17 It 
is the uterus of arto’s mother, which allows the following reading of the 
vessel’s name: Grand Sein dAntoine, Antoine’s big womb. It is Antoine’s 
own womb, since as his own mother, he bears himself. Yet, why is the tot 
already grown, and moreover, why is Antoine a saint? Having conceived 
himself without any interference of sex renders Antoine a saint. This au¬ 
togenous engendering and immaculate conception require that one also 
be one’s own father. It remains to be seen how the text discards the empiri¬ 
cal father or his substitute, in order to allow arto to engender himself. 

The Grand-Saint-Antoine, a month out of Beirut, is on its way to Mar¬ 
seille. Historically, Marseille, an ancient Greek colony, was founded by 
Phocaens coming from the Near East. The vessel’s navigation route corre¬ 
sponds to a series of journeys to the Near East (Smyrna) that Antonin 
Artaud undertook as a child with his grandmother Neneka. By returning 
to Marseille, the city where Artaud was actually born in 1896, this journey 
represents a circumnavigation, a periplous of the Mediterranean. 18 In this 
redoubling movement, Artaud nullifies his origin through the gesture of 
self-engenderment: he identifies with his grandmother, becoming the 
mother of his own mother and hence also of himself. This implies, in 
addition, that the relation to the father must be structured according to a 
similar identification with the grandfather. 19 Begetting himself means that 
Artaud takes the place of his grandfather in order to become the father of 
his father, and thus father himself. 20 

The autogenetic engendering of a virus called arto is the astonishing 
fact of the second series. It literally coincides with the outbreak of the 
plague in Artaud’s native town of Marseille. The sudden rise of the plague, 
and the specific origin of a self-begetting and a self-engendering, upset 
the archives. Artaud speaks of the “outbreak of the plague in that city’s 
memory.” 21 Both the plague and the peculiarly self-engendered origin in¬ 
fect the city’s memories and its archives, which thus become double. 
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But before entering the roadstead of Marseille, the Grand-Saint- 
Antoine appears in the vicinity of Sardinia. Saint-Remys, its viceroy, has 
an afflicting dream in which he sees himself infected by the plague. As a 
viceroy, Saint-Remys rules only as a representative of an absent sover¬ 
eign. Moreover, a viceroy may be a vicious king, deformed by some moral 
or physical imperfection, whence Saint-Remys’s reduced monarchical 
authority and responsibility. Artaud’s father, whose name is Antoine-Roi, 
was equally distinguished by a lack of authority: he was mostly absent, so 
that Antonin Artaud was primarily brought up by his mother and espe¬ 
cially his grandmother, Neneka. One might therefore consider Saint- 
Remys as the father figure in the text, who forbids the Grand-Saint- 
Antoine’s docking at Sardinia. 

The Grand-Saint-Antoine , a month out of Beirut, asks for permission to 
dock at Cagliari. The viceroy replies with an insane order, an order consid¬ 
ered irresponsible, absurd, idiotic, and despotic by the public and by his 
own staff. He hastily dispatches the pilot’s boat and some men to the ship 
which he presumes contaminated, with orders that the Grand-Saint-Antoine 
tack about immediately and make full sail away from the town, under threat 
of being sunk by cannon shot. War against the plague. The autocrat was 
not going to waste any time. 22 

Rejected by his father, or more precisely, discarding the father, Artaud, 
with neither a father nor a mother and left only with a grandmother to 
whom he is the grandfather, gives birth to himself. As his own father he 
inseminates himself as his own mother in order to bear himself full term. 
The name of this self-engendered self which coincides with the virus of 
the plague is arto. Starobinski calls such a name a “theme-word.” 23 The 
entire discourse I am analyzing is but the layout of this absent name: “The 
poetic ‘discourse,’ therefore, will only be the second aspect of being of a 
name: an extended variation which will allow a perceptive reader to be¬ 
come aware of the evident (although dispersed) presence of leading pho¬ 
nemes.” 24 This theme word arto, which functions as the name of the 
autogenous self as well as the name of the virus of the plague (in fact, both 
are the same), is also the written subject’s purely verbal body, its sonorous 
flesh, its phonetic substance. This is already visible through the homo- 
phonic nature of the name Artaud. But should I be able to show that the 
virus of the plague is nothing but a sound, this will be a fortiori true of 
arto, as well. 

Artaud remarks that Saint-Remys had his afflicting dream because, as a 
viceroy, his reduced monarchical responsibilities had sensitized him to the 
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most pernicious of viruses. In Saint-Remys’s dream, all social forms disin¬ 
tegrate and are liquidated (se liquefient). Like Antoine, the mercury, the 
virus dissolves all order and formalities. But the virus not only affects social 
forms, it equally destroys, liquidates, and liquefies the body. And yet, even 
destroyed, annihilated, organically pulverized and consumed to his very 
marrow, he knows that we do not die in our dreams, that our will operates 
even in absurdity, even in the transmutation of the lies from which truth 
can be remade. 

The word annihilated suggests that it is the hilum —the point at which 
the organs are attached to the body, which is destroyed. Annihilation of 
the body entails its organic pulverization, the pulverization of all its or¬ 
gans. Thus, what Saint-Remys foresees in his dream are effects of the 
plague that equally determine the nature of its virus. Organically pulver¬ 
ized, the infected body and the virus are entities without organs, bodies 
without any articulations, bodies of pure sound. 

After waking up, Saint-Remys knows how to drive away “all these ru¬ 
mors about the plague, these miasmas of a virus from the Orient.” 25 He 
knows that the plague is a rumor and that its miasmas spring forth from 
those very verbal sounds. 26 Saint-Remys is aware of the infecting effect 
of certain noises, for already in his dream he has heard “his body fluids 
murmuring within him,” 27 he has heard his body change into disarticu¬ 
lated sound. This is why he will prevent the Grand-Saint-Antoine from 
entering into the harbor, for “within a shouting range of Cagliari,” 28 his 
dream as well as the circulating rumors in the social body of the town are 
already the first signs of the plague. He is the only one, indeed, to make a 
connection between what happened to him in his dream, the rumors about 
the plague from the Orient, and the vessel, the Grand-Saint-Antoine. Saint- 
Remys foresees that this “virus from the Orient” would unsettle the 
archae, the origin and the rule, of his state. He understands that a self- 
engendered subject, as pure disarticulated sound, would represent to the 
archives a deadly threat. 

The Grand-Saint-Antoine continues its route, enters the Marseille road¬ 
stead and is permitted to unload its cargo. The unloading coincides with 
the “most amazing outbreak of the plague in that city’s memory.” 29 This 
threat to the archives, to the records of the harbor authorities, is apparent 
by virtue of the absence of any “record of what happened to its plague- 
ridden cargo.” 30 The danger is such that the virus from the Orient, the 
purely verbal virus, erases the inscriptions of the archives or prevents such 
an inscription altogether. This threat to the archives can be explained only 
if the nature of the plague is a linguistic one. It affects language in such a 
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way that it can no longer be recorded in writing. Infecting language, the 
virus arto pulverizes its articulations so as to produce an entirely sonorous 
body. Writing, dependent on the articulations of language, is helpless to 
confront such a homogenous and self-engendered verbal body. 

The origin of the plague consequently disrupts the origin of the ar¬ 
chives that thus become divided, although they nevertheless contain the 
astonishing fact of an autogenous conception. They restrain it by relating 
it only as a historical fact. As such, this autogeneous conception remains 
perfectly harmless to the records. But Artaud’s effort, and this will become 
obvious, is to make the astonishing fact emerge from the archives, from 
writing, to relate it once more by transforming its written nature into a 
purely verbal pattern. Thus, the astonishing event may recover its nature 
as a rumor, as a plague-ridden sound, and reacquire its initial contaminat¬ 
ing virulence, shattering the origin of the text in writing. 

However, the plague, which the Grand-Saint-Antoine triggered in Mar¬ 
seille, was not simply caused by the vessel: 

It was already there. And at a point of particular recrudescence. But its 
centers had been successfully localized. 

The plague brought by the Grand-Saint-Antoine was the Oriental 
plague, the original virus, and it is from its approach and diffusion in the 
city that the particularly dreadful and widespread flaring up of the epidemic 
dates. 31 

From the outset, two kinds of plagues are to be distinguished: the plague 
that was already in Marseille and the Oriental plague caused by “the origi¬ 
nal virus.” Just as the second series of astonishing facts comes to upset the 
archival series of historical facts, “the original virus,” the virus of origin, 
upsets the already-localized plague to which it adds itself as its double. 
“The original virus” is a virus that affects every origin anterior to itself. 

What, then, is the difference between the two kinds of plagues? Their 
main distinction concerns their propagation. While the plague that was 
already in Marseille spreads through contagion (which is why its centers 
could be discerned), “the original virus” contaminates without any direct 
contact. How does this “original virus” spread? Let’s consider the follow¬ 
ing passage: 

The Grand-Saint-Antoine , which passes within shouting range of Cagliari, 
in Sardinia, does not deposit the plague there, but the viceroy gathers cer¬ 
tain emanations from it in a dream; for it cannot be denied that between 
the viceroy and the plague a palpable communication, however subtle, was 
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established: and it is too easy and explains nothing to limit the communica¬ 
tion of such a disease to contagion by simple contact. 32 

How could Saint-Remys dream about being plague-ridden without any 
direct contact with the infected vessel? How does the flare-up of the 
plague in Marseilles take place without any contact between the newly 
arrived victims and the others, confined as they were in close quarters? If 
the Grand-Saint-Antoine passes within shouting range fine portee de voix) 
from Cagliari and Saint-Remys gathers certain emanations from the 
plague in his dream, it is because those shouts represent the medium that 
is specific to the transmission of the “original virus.” Certain kinds of 
rumors, of sounds, are pregnant with the plague. As these rumors spread, 
so does the plague progress like wildfire. 

What is a rumor if not a widely disseminated report with no discernable 
origin? It is no coincidence, then, if the “original virus” transmitted 
through the medium of the voice is identical with the entirely sonorous 
body of arto. This phonetic body, however, is a body with a very particu¬ 
lar verbal nature, and not solely the body of a subject that has given birth 
to itself. Not just any sound or language constitutes “the original virus.” 
Just as the plague has the effect of pulverizing the organs of the body, 
bruising and pounding them as in the alchemist’s mortar in order to create 
a body without organs, so does it pound language in such a manner as to 
destroy all its articulations and to refound it as a pure, disarticulated sound. 
“The original virus” is such a sound. Indeed, having engendered itself, it 
should be a long-sustained howl without any discernable origin whatso¬ 
ever. 33 This is why the archives can barely contain it. As a self-engendered 
and disarticulated sound, it defies all writing or reinscription by means of 
a system of differential marks. Disseminated with no distinctive origin, 
propagating in the medium of sound alone, “the original virus,” the sono¬ 
rous body of the written subject, floats throughout the archives and the 
text. Hence its “absence” from the text, in which it finds no definite ex¬ 
pression. It but runs through the text as a rumor, as a noise. Consequently, 
a first insufficiency of this self-contained, self-asserted, and self-engen¬ 
dered body becomes obvious: as a disarticulated sound it needs the articu¬ 
lating voice of an utterer in order to acquire the plenitude by which it 
could be distinguished from the text through which it flows. It calls for 
the reading voice to deliver it from the text and to endow it with its own 
proper essence: a verbal entity with no origin but itself. 

“The Theater and the Plague” is the text of a lecture delivered by An¬ 
tonin Artaud at the Sorbonne in 1933. Anais Nin in her diary relates her 
impression of that lecture: 
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. . . Artaud steps out on the platform, and begins to talk about “The The¬ 
atre and the Plague.” 

He asked me to sit in the front row. It seems to me that all he is asking 
for is intensity, a more heightened form of feeling and living. Is he trying 
to remind us that it was during the Plague that so many marvelous works 
of art and theatre came to be, because, whipped by the fear of death, man 
seeks immortality, or to escape, or to surpass himself? But then, impercep¬ 
tibly almost, he let go of the thread we were following and began to act out 
dying by plague. No one quite knew when it began. To illustrate his confer¬ 
ence, he was acting out an agony. “La Peste ” in French is so much more 
terrible than “The Plague” in English. But no word could describe what 
Artaud acted on the platform of the Sorbonne. He forgot about his confer¬ 
ence, the theatre, his ideas, Dr. Allendy sitting there, the public, the young 
students, his wife, professors, and directors. 

His face was contorted with anguish, one could see the perspiration 
dampening his hair. His eyes dilated, his muscles became cramped, his fin¬ 
gers struggled to retain their flexibility. He made one feel the parched and 
burning throat, the pains, the fever, the fire in the guts. He was in agony. 
He was screaming. He was delirious. He was enacting his own death, his 
own crucifixion. 

At first people gasped. And then they began to laugh. Everyone was 
laughing! They hissed. Then one by one, they began to leave, noisily, talk¬ 
ing, protesting. They banged the door as they left. The only ones who did 
not move were Allendy, his wife, the Lalous, Marguerite. More protesta¬ 
tions. More jeering. But Artaud went on, until the last gasp. And stayed on 
the floor. Then when the hall had emptied of all but his small group of 
friends, he walked straight up to me and kissed my hand. He asked me to 
go to the cafe with him. 

Everyone else had something to do. We all parted at the door of the 
Sorbonne, and Artaud and I walked out in a fine mist. We walked, walked 
through the dark streets. He was hurt, wounded, baffled by the jeering. He 
spat out his anger. “They always want to hear about; they want to hear an 
objective conference on ‘The Theatre and the Plague’ and I want to give 
them the experience itself, the plague itself, so they will be terrified, and 
awaken. I want to awaken them. They do not realize they are dead. Their 
death is total, like deafness, blindness. This is agony I portrayed. Mine, yes, 
and everyone who is alive.” 34 

The written text of “The Theater and the Plague,” its archival nature, 
contains and withholds the written subject. Its name arto is disseminated 
throughout its differential signs. Not unlike an unknown word that is not 
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to be considered as altogether meaningless, the name of the written sub¬ 
ject is all the more meaningful as it is not fixed, as it is “absent” from the 
text. 35 As a name , it is a noun, and represents in the genealogy of language 
one of the very first words. Moreover, as it is the name of an entity that 
has engendered itself and as that entity is a pure, disarticulated sound, it is 
like “some discourse of olden days,” the very first word. But this word is 
“absent” from the text, for its diphones are scattered throughout writing. 
Gestures and the tone of voice thus have to supplement the omitted name. 
It is only by means of this unavoidable supplement of the “absent” verbal 
body of the subject, uttered by the utterer, that the written subject’s name 
can hope to fulfill its plenitude. Only by staging, by acting out, by declaim¬ 
ing the text of “The Theater and the Plague” can Artaud attempt to 
gather its dispersed phonetic constituents into that disarticulated rumor 
without an origin: arto, a rumor indistinguishable from “the original 
virus.” By bruising and pounding the organs of his body through his ges¬ 
tures, Artaud wants to become arto, the disarticulated howl, the written 
subject’s unwritten and unwriteable name. Only by becoming that name 
can Artaud hope for his message to spread like wildfire, like the plague he 
represents as arto, among his already plague-ridden, dead auditors, as 
were the inhabitants of Marseille. 36 

Just as the vessel called the Grand-Saint-Antoine is in proximity to Cag¬ 
liari, Antonin Artaud, while reading and acting out his conference, is in 
shouting range of his auditors. Through his words, they are to gather 
certain emanations from the plague that he incorporates as an entirely 
disarticulated verbal body. As Starobinski has pointed out, the first theory 
about hypograms organizing a text thought of them as the emanations of a 
phonic substance, a verbal body, sonorous flesh that lovingly gives birth 
to all its incorporations. 37 What are these emanations, if not miasmas or 
effluences? Emanations contain the word mana , a word not unknown to 
Artaud. 38 Of Melanesian and Polynesian origin, it designates the sacred 
elemental forces of nature embodied in an object or a person, as well as 
the authority of that person. The connection between emanation and mana 
has the advantage of explaining why the viceroy Saint-Remys was particu¬ 
larly “sensitized ... to the most pernicious of viruses.” 39 Neither the vice¬ 
roy (the “autocrat”) nor the captain of the Grand-Saint-Antoine are 
contaminated by the plague (“of all the crew, the captain alone did not 
catch the plague”). Indeed, as persons of authority, they themselves pos¬ 
sess mana and are consequendy immune to the emanations of the original 
virus. Moreover, as authorities, as autocrats in particular, they are of a simi¬ 
lar nature to the self-engendered virus arto. However, the viceroy is but 
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a representative of authority, his monarchical responsibilities having been 
noticeably reduced. Not being in full possession of mana , he is thus ex¬ 
posed to the emanations of the plague, affecting him at least in his dream. 
Not really an autocrat, his own full product, Saint-Remys is no longer 
completely immune to the effluences of the plague. Thus, a “palpable 
communication,” whose medium is language, sound, rumor, takes place 
between him and the “original virus.” As a communication, it is important 
enough “to liberate itself as images in his dream.” 40 A voice in shouting 
range: the disarticulated voice of an infant provokes images, loaded with 
mana , of a corporeal body that is socially bruised and pounded into an 
entity without articulations or organs: a body transmuted into pure invo¬ 
luted sound, a body infected by the plague. 

In any case the town Cagliari, learning some time later that the vessel 
turned from its shores by the despotic will of its viceroy, its miraculously 
enlightened viceroy, was the source of the great epidemic of Marseille, re¬ 
corded the fact into its archives, where it can be found today. 41 

Not unlike Saint-Remys in his dream, the archives gather and record 
the emanations of the plague. 42 Infected by the plague, they nevertheless 
contain its effluences, as did the viceroy in his dream. And they are marked 
in depth by the dislocating power of the “original virus” that succeeds in 
opening a double series of facts in its core. 

The chapter that opened these two series in the archives, however, 
amalgamates them again in the end. Such is the bridging force of the ar¬ 
chives: two series open within it and merge again, as two arches enclose a 
nave or join in order to outline the shape of a vessel. 43 The message of 
Artaud’s speech, the story related by the series of astonishing facts, re¬ 
mains caught in the archives. For the archives as the original inscription 
restrain the story of the virus arto, of the written and uttered subject. The 
message of this story thus gets nowhere. In spite of Artaud’s desire to make 
it emerge and to detach it from the text—to free it from the scene of 
writing in order to achieve a purely phonetic body, engendered entirely 
by itself and without the help of writing—the written subject, as the disar¬ 
ticulated and full presence of the word, remains hopelessly imprisoned 
within the text. 

But what happens to the subject of enunciation? It has already been 
remarked that, by acting out his lecture, Artaud attempts to become iden¬ 
tical with arto the written subject or the virus of the plague, that is, with 
a pure disarticulated phonetic body. In The Theater and Its Double , Artaud 
clearly links theater to a kind of writing in which each gesture is minutely 
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calculated, and intends to discard the spoken word (at least partially) from 
the stage in order to restore its corporeal and gesticulatory nature. By 
acting out death by plague in a process by which the subject of enunciation 
should become indistinguishable from the subject of the statement, Artaud 
turns into a body, constituted as a system of differential signs. His body 
becomes a text. Whatever is true of the text where the written subject 
arto is inscribed will also be true of the corporeal text of the subject of 
enunciation. Uttered as a howl, not only is the name of the written subject 
already inscribed in the text, but the letters of the body close upon that 
howl again as its tomb, as its archive, as the crypt of the spoken word. 

In concluding, I would like to consider briefly the logic of the preceding 
reading of the story told at the beginning of “The Theater and the 
Plague.” After having opened two strands, two series of facts in the ar¬ 
chive, all that remains after both chains merge again at its exit is a text. 
The objects are the “paradoxical instances” that make those two series 
communicate in such a way that their threads cannot become unraveled. 44 
Such a paradoxical instance is the term virus. Excessively present in the 
series relating the historical events, the virus is a poison. Turning about 
itself (inrer), it becomes absent in the second series in order to make room 
for the desired body without organs, a purely verbal body named arto, a 
“virus” of a very special kind. No more than a signifier, this paradoxical 
instance turns about itself to produce the two series of facts. If arto, the 
written subject’s name, is dependent in its production upon the signifier 
virus that metamorphoses the Grand-Saint-Antoine into arto, then this 
purely disarticulated verbal body ultimately exists only by virtue of a set 
of distinctive marks. The very possibility of the emergence, of the detach¬ 
ment of the autogenous phonetic entity of the written subject, remains 
linked to the signifier and to the scene of writing: to a set of letters that 
form the word virus. 

What does this imply in terms of my initial distinction among the writ¬ 
ten subject, the writing subject, and the empirically real author? Artaud, 
no doubt, refuses the traditional idea according to which the author of the 
text is but the receptacle of divine inspiration dictating the words he sets 
upon the page. For Artaud, the “I” of the written subject is not an “I” 
corresponding to any genius of the world prior to the empirically real 
author it would use as an intermediary tool. His attempt to make the writ¬ 
ten subject emerge from the text as a pure sound, as a verbal entity with 
which the subject of enunciation and the empirically real author would 
merge, reveals a different structure among the terms of this triple distinc¬ 
tion. It represents the unsuccessful effort to recuperate the written subject 
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as a full sonorous presence—the recuperation that would transform the 
empirically real author into the verb, as the subject of enunciation. Apres 
coup, as it were, this logic is supposed to give birth to the empirically real 
author, as the subject of enunciation. Through its nature as fully disarticu¬ 
lated speech, this attempt aims at the erasure of all differences, especially 
of the differences that mark the triple distinction of the subject of enuncia¬ 
tion, the subject of the statement, and the empirically real author. The 
writing and the theatricality of the scene would then represent only a nec¬ 
essary (and fatal) detour to this presence. 

Insofar as it is essentially pure, disarticulated sound, it is the written 
subject that constitutes the writing subject as (always already) a voice, 
speech, and presence without difference. But I also argued that the written 
subject arto, the self-engendered and involuted sound, exists only by vir¬ 
tue of the text. The very possibility of this subject depends on a play of 
letters, and thus remains inscribed in the text. The idea of a subject of 
enunciation as a pure verb, distinct from the concrete author the latter 
yearns for, is an aftereffect of the scene of writing. Such a subject of enunci¬ 
ation is, indeed, “essentially” a written subject; it is the written subject’s 
verbal enunciation. But the verbal incorporation of the written subject 
cannot deny its bonds to the scene of writing from which it emerges: in¬ 
stead of being a purely self-engendered sound free of articulations, the 
howl arto bears witness to its dependence on a prior system of differences. 
The howl arto is profoundly marked by a difference in sound: ar-to. 

The question of the concrete, empirically real author of a text remains: 
can Artaud, for example, be thought of without reference to a subject of 
enunciation that either precedes him or is constituted apres-coup? Can an 
author be without this mediation or constitution by a subject of enuncia¬ 
tion, as a pure and fully present voice? The verb appears as tributary to the 
signifier, to writing: it is but an aftereffect of the signifier’s play. By enacting 
his death as an author, as Artaud, in order to undergo a transformation 
that would metamorphose him into arto, the pure and disarticulated 
sound, Artaud demonstrates that this subordination is altogether unavoid¬ 
able: the mediation or constitution of the empirical and concrete author 
by the Verb with which he yearns to become identical ties him necessarily 
(and fatally) to the scene of writing. 



CHAPTER 3 


Onslaughts on Filiation 

Lautreamont’s Chants de Maldoror 


The traces of each successive handwriting, regularly effaced, as had 
been imagined, have, in the inverse order, been regularly called 
back: the footsteps of the game pursued, wolf or stag, in each several 
chase have been unlinked and hunted back through all their doubles; 

and, as the chorus of the Athenian stage unwove through the 
antistrophe every step that had been mystically woven through the 
strophe, so, by our modern conjurations of science, secrets of ages 
remote from each other have been exorcised from the accumulated 
shadows of centuries . 1 

THOMAS DE QUINCEY 


Impeded at the very outset from becoming a source of origination and 
development, a beginning will nonetheless generate the range of its impli¬ 
cations, provided that it is repeated. Lautreamont’s Chants de Maldoror 
represents the map of the semantic space engendered by the deliberate 
display of a subverted beginning. My task, hereafter, is to draw the outlines 
of the “theoretical” configuration of such a space by centering on the 
violent succession of repeated blows dealt out against the very emergence 
of any possible authoring or generating beginning in Lautreamont’s work. 

A beginning requires a model to serve as a pattern for its unfolding. This 
is why in the Republic , after having stated that “the beginning in every task 
is the chief thing, especially for any creature that is young and tender,” 
Plato emphasizes the careful selection of the stories to be told to the future 
guardians of the city. Although essentially false, some of these tales none¬ 
theless contain truth. Consequently, these stories are called upon to provide 
good models ( typoi) for shaping the young in such a way as to become the 
future guardians of the city. They are, indeed, the only safeguards of any 
promising future development. All other stories, particularly the great ones, 
those of Homer and Hesiod, are to be rejected, not only because Socrates 
finds fault in their false representations of the alleged nature of gods and 
heroes, but also because they may hamper promising beginnings. But what 
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are these bad models? According to Plato, the tales to be suppressed are 
tales that relate how “gods war with gods and plot against one another and 
contend,” those that do not foreclose “enmities many and manyfold of gods 
and heroes toward their kith and kin .” 2 Hence, all the tales to be avoided 
in the effort to establish a safe beginning testily to a war in which equals 
fall out with one another, a war that divides that which is homogeneous 
and should be identical and at peace with itself. Small wonder, then, if this 
most fierce of all wars achieves its most palpable form by ravaging the very 
model of intimacy inhering within the institution of the family. 

It goes without mention that the Chants de Maldoror is a grouping of 
tales—tales told to children as well as to Maldoror himself as a child: they 
report familial discord as the primordial strife agitating all things, and thus 
belong to the species of myths rejected from Plato’s ideal polis. These 
stories thus supply deviant models that, when linked to beginnings, arrest 
their development, but they are also tales of aborted outsets that inscribe 
this principle of violence at the level of their textuality . 3 

This twisted vision of beginnings affects equally Lautreamont’s relation 
to his sources—especially to the Greek tragedians and more particularly 
to Homer, with whom, as Lucienne Rochon has shown, he was quite fa¬ 
miliar. Yet, if it is true that Lautreamont overturned the Platonic and aca¬ 
demic nineteenth-century reading of the classics—modeled after Victor 
Cousin’s three principles of truth, beauty and the good—in order to return 
to the Greek origins, this turning back is far from simple . 4 For it is, as I 
will argue, a step that takes us back into what Nietzsche conceived of as 
the pre-Homeric world . 5 Thus, Lautreamont’s recourse to ancient myths 
does not amount to a mere actualizing reproduction. On the contrary, by 
challenging their traditional verisimilitude and coherence he manipulates 
them into the coherence of another myth: the “myth” of writing as prime¬ 
val violence, compared to which Hesiod’s “suffocating atmosphere” of 
strife and struggle appears as a relief. 

In order to construct the space of this regression “theoretically” which, 
as one can easily surmise, coincides with the space opened up by virtually 
choking off all beginnings, my reading of the first nine stanzas of Chant I 
will be guided by four organizing hypotheses : 6 Lautreamont transcends 
the agonistic structure of early Greek thinking and moves toward what 
Nietzsche called “the pre-Homeric abyss of horrible savagery, hatred, and 
pleasure of destruction ”; 7 as a war fought against filiation, it is a war that 
coincides with writing; only by systematically undoing all the key scenarios 
later developed by psychoanalysis does Lautreamont succeed in perpetrat¬ 
ing this war; the structure of the stanzas of the Chants obeys the elemen¬ 
tary rules characteristic of the very early stages of Greek tragedy. 
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The Trembling Pen 

I begin with the opposition between the two kinds of readers that are 
evoked in strophe i. A “timid soul,” the filial reader obediently follows the 
writer’s admonition to set his feet the other way, and “like the eyes of a 
son who lowers his gaze respectfully before the august countenance of 
his mother,” renounces further penetration into the text . 8 Similar to that 
“wedge of flying, cold-trembling cranes which in the winter time, with 
much meditation, fly [. . .] full sail, towards a predetermined point in the 
horizon,” he obeys the warning cry of the oldest crane whose feathers 
have “measured three generations,” and makes a turn for “another course, 
safer and more philosophical” (1-2 ). 9 As these birds fly “full sail” through 
the silence and as their pilot-crane is depicted as a “skilfull captain,” the 
filial reader is caught as well en pleine mer: en pleine mere. But more deci¬ 
sively, by submitting to the pilot-crane which has seen three generations 
and which flies ahead of the triangular flight formation, he appears to be 
ensnared in a genealogy (as well as in the oedipal triangle). Not unlike the 
scrawny and featherless neck of the old crane, which nonetheless enjoys 
the privilege of showing her tail feathers to her less intelligent compan¬ 
ions, the filial reader also suffers from a lack of feathers. With feathers of 
that sort, with a plimie caught in filiation, the filial reader can only submit 
to his mother and renew the genealogy in which he is trapped. Congeni¬ 
tally unable to read, to say nothing of his capacity to write, he finds himself 
hardly having entered the text before taking the philosophically secure 
route that leads him out of it. 

Cutting and tracing a “pathway through the desolate morass of [the] 
gloomy and poisonous pages” to follow, into those yet “uncharted lands,” 
is thus the task of the fierce reader, the reader who is as ferocious as the 
text he reads. This reader will not shrink from inscribing his desire upon 
the face of the mother. With this gesture, he shatters the sacred filial 
bonds so characteristic of the parents-son relation: by rejecting the status 
of a son, he becomes not unlike that “bitter fruit” ( le fruit amer: a-mere) of 
the text itself. 

Reading appears here as a violent penetration into an uncharted, un¬ 
marked region, into a region as immaculate as the one into which the act 
of writing violently inscribes its marks. Indeed, what has been established 
so far about reading is valid of writing as well: as regards writing, a filial 
and a fierce writer need to be distinguished as well. And, as both reading 
and writing coincide with a transgression of filial bonds—a transgression 
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by means of which the subject of reading and writing generates both him¬ 
self and the text in such a way that both have no origin other than them¬ 
selves 10 —so do writing and reading themselves engender violent forms of 
overcoming of filiation. Basing himself on anthropological findings, Der¬ 
rida remarks in Of Grammatology “that the birth of writing (in the collo¬ 
quial sense) was nearly everywhere and most often linked to genealogical 
anxiety.” Indeed, in addition to “the memory and oral tradition of genera¬ 
tions,” it served initially to conserve such memory by securing a “supple¬ 
mentary objectification” of the social structure in question. Yet, as Derrida 
argues, rather than a passage from orality to writing in the common sense, 
the passage from the memorization of social relations to the drawing of 
genealogical patterns, that is, to writing in the colloquial sense, is one 
that “operates within writing in general,” that is, “arche-writing.” Within 
arche-writing, writing in the common sense, is a writing that serves to 
confine and master by suturing arche-writing’s violent opening of the dif- 
ferentiality of signification and of the differance of any plenitude of mean¬ 
ing. Archi-writing, as the matrix, as it where, within which writing in the 
colloquial sense emerges in order to quell genealogical anxiety, is thus to 
be understood as a writing that threatens genealogical concerns . 11 In the 
case of Lautreamont’s Chants, this originary violence of writing takes 
shape as a war waged against filiation, intent on violently shattering all 
genealogical patterns and scenarios. 

Some critics have argued that the Chants have no other object than 
themselves. The apostrophe of the second stanza, however, somewhat 
complicates this suggestion. “Reader, it is perchance hatred that you 
would have me invoke at the beginning of this work” (2), clearly links 
writing to a defiance of filial deference (to the father, which in this context 
names the Eternal) by a reader metamorphosed into a shark, which instead 
of cleaving the sea turns up his stomach “in the fine dark air” of space. 
The beginning of writing intrinsically calls for that other beginning that 
is hatred. The Chants' object, consequently, is both its own writing and the 
violent infraction that such writing at once presupposes and accomplishes. 

What is at issue here is nothing less than a reinterpretation of Emped¬ 
ocles’s opposition of philia and neikos, that is, of a kind of love that origi¬ 
nally signified friendship, the tender respect among equals as well as 
dependents’ respect toward their superiors, and particularly the esteem of 
the son for his parents, and which is set against hatred, discord, war, dis¬ 
pute, and division. These two conflicting forces— neikos, the exterior and 
destructive force that holds things in strife, and philia, the interior force 
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through which “they come together in love, and are desired by one an¬ 
other”—govern the world as and at its very inception, taking alternate 
turns in a neverending harmonious circle. 12 The prerogative of discord 
celebrated by the Chmits as an infinite war against love, preventing that 
interior force from accomplishing unity and harmony, thus displaces the 
conceptual opposition between philia and neikos and calls the harmonious 
alternation of the two principles radically into question. 13 Lautreamont’s 
Chants de Ma/doror speaks of a primeval war where everything is set against 
everything and where, in particular, that which is equal to itself is irretriev¬ 
ably divided against itself. 

It is perhaps here that Lautreamont’s return to what Nietzsche desig¬ 
nated as the pre-Homeric age becomes most evident. By displacing the 
Empedoclean opposition of philia and neikos to the benefit of discord 
alone, Lautreamont challenges the Greek idea of contest (agon). Thus, of 
the two kinds of discord distinguished by Hesiod in Works and Days, it is 
the evil Eris, daughter of the Night and mother of murderous children, 
who gains the upper hand. 14 While the good Eris incites man to the action 
of contest, the evil Eris “leads men against one another to a hostile war of 
extermination.” 15 Refusing any taming of the bad Eris, shattering what¬ 
ever remedial discourse or action springs forth from the idea of agon, con¬ 
test, and competition, Lautreamont opts for the kind of strife that allows 
us a look “into the pre-Homeric abyss of horrible savagery, hatred, and 
pleasure in destruction.” But the privilege that Lautreamont accords to 
the bad Eris over the good Eris, to neikos over philia, is not simply a rever¬ 
sal of the traditional opposition; what takes place as well is a displacement 
and reinscription of the newly privileged term. 16 

With strophe iii and the additional precision it provides regarding the 
relation of philia and neikos, this displacement and reinscription becomes 
evident. 17 Introducing the originally good hero Maldoror, only to discard 
him in favor of the bad Maldoror, Lautreamont illuminates the true nature 
of the relation between good and evil. The good (God, the father, the 
Eternal) is nothing but a pretext, a detour, or an instrument in the service 
of evil. Even though it is “impossible that evil should form an alliance with 
good,” such an alliance nevertheless takes place since the good is merely 
the hypocritical mask of evil. When Maldoror asks whether genius may 
not “ally itself with cruelty in the secret resolutions of Providence,” the 
rhetorical nature of the question already contains its answer. For Mald¬ 
oror, who does not seek the applause of man, but “uses genius to depict 
the delights of cruelty” (4), the divine guidance of Providence is only the 
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deceptive face of its dark and innermost secrecy. His “trembling pen” 
cannot but sow discord at the very heart of things. 

Neikos, consequently, is not simply opposed to philia: insofar as it is its 
hypocritical mask, love appears to be comprehended by hatred. Hate and 
evil in Lautreamont therefore belong to the inaugural and pre-Homeric 
space in which the derivative Empedoclean opposition, which only knows 
of harmonious contest between opposites, is rooted. However, even 
though hypocrisy and deception are attributes of neikos, they also bear 
upon it in such a way as to inevitably bring an aspect of semblance to the 
writing of Maldoror’s trembling pen. And, as I will argue, such semblance 
is only a pretext for a more vicious destruction. 


Undercutting Resemblance 

Humankind’s cruelty bears no real resemblance to the violence of writing 
that rises from Maldoror’s alliance with the dark sides of Providence. 
Thus, Maldoror cannot resemble his like ( semblables ), and every attempt 
on his part to imitate them must necessarily fail. 

All my life I have seen narrow-shouldered man, without exception, perform 
innumerable stupid actions, brutalize his fellows [semblables] and poison 
minds by every conceivable means. The motivation of such behavior he 
calls, “Glory”. Seeing these things I have desired to laugh with the others 
[comme les a litres], but this strange imitation was impossible for me. I have 
taken a pocket-knife and severed the flesh at the spot where the lips come 
together. For a moment I thought to have accomplished my end. I looked 
into a mirror and inspected the mouth I had deliberately butchered. It was 
a mistake! The blood falling copiously from the two wounds made it impos¬ 
sible to distinguish whether this was really the laughter of other men. But 
after several minutes of comparison I could clearly see that my smile in no 
way resembled human laughter: in other words, I was not laughing. (5; 
emphasis added) 

Though it strikingly resembles a similar scene in Victor Hugo’s 
L’homme qui rit, or certain remarks of Baudelaire on the rictus in Vessence 
du rire, this passage presents a distinctly different problematic. Maldoror, 
like all others, wants to be able to laugh at those spectacles—no longer the 
innocent plays of which Rousseau dreamt, but plays of cruelty—in which 
humanity exhibits itself to itself. Unable to laugh at these reflective specta¬ 
cles as the others do, Maldoror, forces his laughter and exhibits his own 
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cruelty to himself, and tries in vain to split his sides with laughter. He does 
not succeed in laughing like the others nor in imitating the kind of self¬ 
representation of one’s cruelty from whence laughter bursts. This calls 
into question not only Maldoror’s ability to resemble others but himself 
as well. Laughter, indeed, functions here as an operator of identity: while 
humanity, by laughing at itself, acquires identity, Maldoror, forcing his 
laughter, fails miserably during this would-be mirror stage. Grounded, as 
I will argue, in a “prohibition” by the mother, this incapacity of self¬ 
reflection impedes Maldoror’s becoming a self. As the problematic of re¬ 
semblance and reflection suggests, the self, or the subject, is understood 
here primarily as based in specular self-sameness, or reflective identifica¬ 
tion with oneself. Irrevocably dis-resembling himself, unable to reflect and 
mirror himself, Maldoror cruelly subverts all resemblance to others, in¬ 
cluding himself. With this violation of resemblance, however, one also 
enters the realm of mere semblance—and of metamorphosis. 

Unable, thus, to imitate the other’s self-representation and self-consti¬ 
tution through laughter, in the second half of strophe v Maldoror’s inabil¬ 
ity to resemble himself appears as the result of man’s inflexibility. Inflexible, 
since men “transcend the hardness of rock, the rigidity of cast steel, the 
cruelty of sharks” (5), and prevent Maldoror from reflecting himself in 
them in order to become a self similar to them. This shift in the strophe, 
from a first attempt to emulate the others to the obstruction of all imita¬ 
tion, not only indicates the inversion of the organizing signifier of the 
strophe—a procedure to which I will have to return—it also points to the 
fatal exclusion of the other accompanying all specular self-reference. 18 In 
view of this inflexibility of man, which undermines every possible place of 
the other and through which mankind also denies its dependence on a 
transcendental principle in its attempt to accomplish an (always criminal) 
identity in its spectacles, Maldoror, for his part, hypocritically calls upon 
God. 19 

Tempests, sisters of hurricanes; blue firmament, whose beauty I do not 
admit; hypocritical sea, image of my heart; mysterious-bosomed earth; 
dwellers upon other planets; vast universe; God, who created it all mag¬ 
nificently, it is you whom I invoke: show me a good man! But let your grace 
increase tenfold my natural strength, for at the sight of such a monster I 
might die of astonishment. One dies for less. (6-7) 

Calling God to witness his own creation, which, because of man’s mon¬ 
strous nature, is a far cry from being magnificent, only sanctions the pro¬ 
liferation of semblance. Maldoror’s insidious question pursues a double 
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aim, at least. By calling upon the absolute Other to show him a good 
man—the insinuation being that He will have no other choice than to 
point out Maldoror—Maldoror lures God into presenting Maldoror to 
himself. But because of its hypocrisy, this staged arrangement of self¬ 
reflection proves fallacious the very possibility of any identity or unity 
whatsoever. Indeed, not only is God, the absolute Other, outsmarted by 
proving that self-reflection is only a farce but Maldoror—who, as a result, 
would only perceive himself as the monster of evil who took God in, and 
who tricked God into seeing the image of a good man in a mirror that 
does not reflect correctly—thoroughly perverts, as it were, the mechanism 
of reflection. Thereby unmasking reflection as an empty show, and conse¬ 
quently undercutting resemblance, Lautreamont promotes semblance. 20 
But apart from the impossibility of reflectively relating to oneself, at issue 
here as well is the non-reflexivity of discord and writing. 


Exploding the Scenario 

The following two strophes lay out this problematic. It is here that Mald¬ 
oror pretends to prove himself the only good man, and as evidence of this, 
he will begin with the mistreatment of a child: 

One should let one’s fingernails grow for fifteen days. O, how sweet it is to 
snatch some child brutally from his bed, a child who has nothing as yet 
upon his upper lip, and, wide-eyed, to make a pretence \defaire semblant\ of 
passing your hand smoothly over his brow, brushing back his beautiful hair! 
Then, suddenly, when he is least expecting it, to plunge your long nails 
deep into his soft breast in such a manner as not to destroy life; for should 
he die you could not later enjoy his sufferings. (7) 

Maldoror’s cruelty, his attack on the child, consists of tearing apart the 
woven screen of semblance. The feelings of tenderness that Maldoror is 
cruel enough to fake—a semblance so perfect that no criteria permit their 
distinction from so-called true feelings—are the prime if not “sole” object 
of Maldoror’s violence. His cruelty induces the very semblance which it 
rips apart again, and thus shows that this violence belongs to the same 
order as that which it contrives only in order to undo it. Semblance is both 
the medium and the effect of this violence. 

In another scene, which is the inverse repetition of the one just read, 
Maldoror blindfolds his victim: 



7 2 


Scenarios for a Theory 


Bind his eyes while you are rending his palpitating flesh; and having lis¬ 
tened for hours to his sublime outcries which resemble the piercing shrieks 
torn from the throats of the dying wounded on a battlefield, rush away 
from him like an avalanche; then return in haste and pretend to be coming 
to his assistance. (8) 

Undoubtedly, Maldoror covers the child’s eyes with a bandage in order to 
better deceive him, but more importantly, this gesture reflects an intrinsic 
link between semblance and repetition. The bandage, which offsets the 
child’s vision, engenders the medium in which the same deed can be per¬ 
formed once more. Repetition becomes possible only if that which is re¬ 
peated is of the order of semblance itself. 

Moreover, the link postulated between repetition and semblance im¬ 
plies that this process is without beginning: repetition, which is effective 
only in the realm of semblance, does not know of any original that it copies 
or reproduces. By trying to clarify repetition’s constitutive lack of an ori¬ 
ginary model, I will obviously have to answer another question: What 
about the victim? Indeed, the incident in which Maldoror rends the child’s 
flesh inevitably appears to be an original and unique event, but it, too, is 
already a repetition. Consider the tears upon which Maldoror feeds: 

One might call them the tears of the greatest lover among women, but the 
child’s tears are more pleasant to the palate. The child will not deceive you, 
knowing nothing yet of evil. The greatest lover among women would be¬ 
tray you sooner or later. . . . Well, then: since your own blood and your 
own tears do not disgust you, be nourished with confidence upon the blood 
and the tears of the child. (8) 

Maldoror’s tears, as well as those of the mother (“the greatest lover 
among women”) and the child, can be mutually substituted for each other. 
As the child’s tears are the result of the betrayal of the hypocritical mother 
(the “image of my heart”), Maldoror’s torture of the child is but the repe¬ 
tition of the violence the mother inflicts on the (innocent?) body of her 
child. Of what does this initial onslaught by the mother on the child con¬ 
sist? The mother’s violent deed is to inscribe her desire as a difference 
into the (still innocent?) body of the child. 21 The mother’s attack on the 
child is the pattern that Maldoror repeats as he plunges his fingernails into 
the child’s chest. The same is true when Maldoror refreshes himself with 
the blood of his victim. “Then you drink the blood, passing your tongue 
over the wounds; and during this time, which should last as long as eter¬ 
nity lasts, the child weeps” (7). Reproducing the mother’s violation of the 
continuity of filiation, Maldoror, his mouth itself a wound, drinks from a 
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coupe, a dish that is, at the same time, a clean-cut wound—a wound to wound 
relation in which the wound is the violent mark of the inscription of desire. 
Hence, the allegedly innocent child is to the mother, and to Maldoror, 
what semblance woven by cruelty is to cruelty itself. As a consequence, 
pleasure is intimately linked to the repetition of an act of infraction that 
has always already disrupted all possibility of innocent wholeness, and can 
no longer model itself upon an apparently primal scene. 

Let us first ascertain that the mother’s betrayal of her desire for the 
child, and the wound she opens in her child’s (innocent?) body, no less 
subverts the parental bond than does the child’s incestuous longing for the 
mother. In the Chants, however, the scope of the war against filiation ex¬ 
tends considerably once it becomes clear that Maldoror’s assault upon the 
child obeys a similar preoccupation. Indeed, the filial bond, which links 
him to himself and to his own childhood, becomes the object of a violent 
disruption as well. If the torture inflicted on the child amounts only to a 
repetition and a displacement of the so-called primal scene in which the 
mother inscribes her desire onto the body of her child, does the order of 
semblance that constitutes this repetition not come to a stop with this 
additional primal scene, in which the subject radically uproots itself? 

Yet, who precisely is this child whom Maldoror molests? What if he is 
none other than the fierce reader Maldoror himself, inscribing his incestu¬ 
ous desire onto the august face of the mother? Could the child not always 
already be Maldoror the adult? 22 The reversibility of the mother and the 
child that subverts filiation, as well as Maldoror’s onslaught on his own 
childhood, favor this conjecture. In that case, however, the primal scene 
no longer differs from any of the derived scenes. Because all the protago¬ 
nists in the scenario I am examining appear to be interchangeable, no 
scene can pretend to priority. Not only is the temporal continuity linking 
childhood and adulthood subverted in this way, but all relations of filiation 
between the protagonists are equally undone. The scenario itself, like the 
mechanism of reflection, explodes. Lacking an origin, this war against fil¬ 
iation, contemporaneous with the effraction of desire, is the relentless en¬ 
croachment of semblance into anything that pretends to be primal. With 
this generalization of semblance, repetition as well becomes illimited. 

Turning to the writing (or author) subject of the Chants, it is necessary 
to flesh out this network of subverted filial relations constituting the 
work’s dispersed scenario. 23 The configuration of the writing subject may 
be read as follows: Maldoror is the mother (the child) who violently in¬ 
scribes her (his) desire onto the body of the child (or of the mother), that 
is, also always onto himself. In other words, as his own mother, the writing 
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subject engenders himself as a bare page of subsequent and violent 
inscription. 

Small wonder, then, if Lautreamont speaks of his violence against the 
child as an anonymous crime. 24 Unable to be derived from a patronym or 
a matronym, this crime committed against filiation cannot even serve as 
an eponym: anonymous as it is, it imparts anonymity to its author. And 
because as the subject of writing is indistinguishable from the pseudo¬ 
scenario described, the author of the crime metamorphoses into writing 
as the subject itself. The “self-engenderment” of the writing subject coin¬ 
cides with writing (itself) defined as an inexorable struggle against filia¬ 
tion. But if this is so, can writing and the subject of writing still be thought 
in terms of self-engenderment? Plagiarizing the myth to which Aristopha¬ 
nes resorts while explaining the origin of love in Plato’s Symposium, Mald- 
oror invokes the undecidability of the motives that made him commit the 
crime against the child: 

Child, forgive me! It is he who now contemplates your noble and sacred 
countenance who broke your bones and tore the flesh that hangs from your 
body. Was it a delirium of my ailing reason? Was it a secret instinct, unre¬ 
lated to judgment, like that of an eagle rending its prey, that forced me to 
commit this crime? And yet I too suffered as much as did my victim! Child, 
forgive me! Once I am rid of this transitory life I want us to be joined 
together through eternity, to form one inseparable being, my mouth 
pressed forever upon your mouth. Even in this wise my punishment will 
not be complete. You shall rend my flesh unceasingly with teeth and nails. 

I shall deck my body with scented garlands for this expiatory holocaust, and 
we shall suffer together, you from rending me and I from being torn . . . 
my mouth pressed forever upon your mouth. (9) 

Undoubtedly, if to become a self or a subject entails a betrayal of one’s 
(innocent?) childhood, the subject is left laden with crime. The atonement 
for this crime in the anticipated expiatory holocaust, however, though un¬ 
derscoring nothing less than the pathos of subjectivity, also signifies the 
simultaneous abandonment of subjectivity itself. Since the writing subject, 
in order to “constitute” itself as a subject, necessarily had to wage a war 
on all fronts against filiation, it became inevitable to think of this constitu¬ 
tion in terms of a self-engendering. Yet, since writing is involved in a war 
against filiation, the writing subject proceeds from this war as one of its 
effects, and must therefore be dismissed in an expiatory holocaust. Writing, 
at odds with the mechanism of reflection, undoes with the destruction of 
self-engendering yet another reflexive model—in fact, the reflexive model 
par excellence: self-engenderment through self-reflection. 
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And yet, the promise of such an expiation of selfhood and subjectivity 
in the everlasting embrace is also, and above all, another trick that Mald¬ 
oror plays upon the child in his war against himself: 

Having spoken thus you will at once have done injury to a human being 
and be loved by that same being: this is the greatest happiness the mind can 
conceive. Later you can take the child to a hospital, for the cripple will be 
unable to earn his livelihood. They will call you a good man and wreaths 
of laurel and medals of gold will hide your naked feet. O you whose name 
I will not inscribe upon this page which is dedicated to the sanctity of 
crime, I know that your pardon will be as all-embracing as the universe. 
But I: I still exist! (10) 

In the eyes of mankind, but of God as well, Maldoror appears as a good 
man. Having challenged God to show him the only good man, God is thus 
lured into presenting the only good man to Maldoror—Maldoror himself, 
that is to say, a mere decoy of himself. Rather than facing himself, Mald¬ 
oror faces the very decoy with whom he lured God: he thus short-circuits 
and cunningly bypasses all celestial identification. And in the same breath, 
he forgoes all possible identification through self-reflection. 


Becoming Without Apology 

With the “pact with prostitution in order to sow disorder among families” 
(io), which opens strophe vn—a strophe in which Maldoror provides ad¬ 
ditional proof of his goodness by unceremoniously murdering a parental 
figure—Lautreamont continues his war against filiation. This murder per¬ 
petrated for the benefit of what may be labeled a proxy of (filial) love, 
namely, prostitution, takes place among a scenery reminiscent of Dante’s 
encounter with Virgil, his guide through Hell and Purgatory. Virgil makes 
his appearance in this text, however, in the shape of a glowworm (ver 
luisant ): 

I remember the night that preceded this dangerous alliance. I saw before 
me a tomb. I heard a glowworm, large as a house, saying to me: 

“I will be your light. Read the inscription. It is not from me whence 
comes this supreme command.” 

A vast bloodred radiance at the appearance of which my jaws chattered 
and my arms fell powerless to my sides, spread out through the air to the 
horizon. I leaned against a ruined wall, for I felt myself falling, and I read: 
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“Here lies a child who died consumptive. You know why. Pray not for 
him.” (io) 

Large as a house, large as the home where the family dwells, the glow¬ 
worm offers Maldoror a light that should illuminate the passage, as in 
the previous strophe, from childhood and self-rending (or masturbatory) 
adolescence to adulthood. 25 The glowworm’s request, one that is all the 
more powerful since it resonates with the name of a supreme authority, 
consists of the command to constitute oneself as a self, or subject, in the 
order of the family, and to put guilt and death to work for the benefit of 
that same order. Is this glowworm’s light, itself huge as a house from 
whose windowpane light falls (verre luisant), not the eye of the father under 
whose guilt-stirring light the subject is to become? Instead of obeying the 
sublime command of the supreme authority, though, Maldoror offers his 
hand, a “hand with which a fratricide disembowels his sister” (i i), to his 
sister Prostitution whom the glowworm had ordered him to kill. Not only 
that, Maldoror, taking hold of a huge stone even crushes the shining 
worm. After having rebounded, the stone finally slashes the eye-like sur¬ 
face of the lake, at which point the bloody glare at the horizon—a light 
connected to the voix du sang, to lineage, and descent—also ceases to shine. 
With this neutralization of the enlightening eye of the father, and the 
horizon of expectation from which alone a filial self can emerge, Maldor- 
or’s “dangerous alliance” with his sister Prostitution is celebrated as good. 
“Some day,” Prostitution says, “men will render me justice. I will say no 
more. Let me go and conceal my infinite sorrow at the bottom of the sea. 
Only you, and the loathsome monsters that haunt those murky depths, do 
not despise me. You are good. Farewell, you who have loved me” (11-12). 

This new proof of Maldoror’s goodness through which Maldoror, not 
unlike the tragic hero, breaks the mythic coercion exercised by the family 
on all becoming and development, coincides with the anticipation of a 
new community liberated from of the sovereignty of the old gods. 26 Like 
Nietzsche (and Bataille), Lautreamont foresees a community of “subjects” 
whose becoming no longer requires an apology. 27 Such a community of 
monsters is foreshadowed by the union of the upper and the underworld, 
of Maldoror and Prostitution hidden at the bottom of the sea: 

O peoples of the earth . . . when you shall hear the winter wind sighing 
over the sea and along its shores, or across the great cities which long ago 
were decked in mourning for me, or through the icy polar regions, you 
shall say: “That is not the spirit of God passing. It is only the bitter sigh of 
Prostitution mingled with the solemn groans of the Montevidean.” (12) 
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But the new stanza forming the “long prayer,” which, at the end of 
strophe vn, Maldoror had implored mankind to recite and which is set at 
the junction of land and sea, illuminates the mythic union of a new com¬ 
munity as an everlasting disunion—a disunion not unlike the aborted 
union with oneself that emerged from the expiatory holocaust. 


Here, There, and Everywhere 

Since a departure from his own form would imply that God, the Supreme 
Good, could change for the worse and become something uglier than him¬ 
self, Plato is compelled to postulate God’s immutability. Being perfect, 
God will never be subject to any of the interior or exterior inducements 
to change. 28 Plato generally excludes change, as an imperfection, not only 
from the Supreme Good, but from the ideal city as well. Since the Chants 
de Maldoror represent not only tales of fierce change endangering the city, 
but everything, including God, “now in one aspect, now in another,” in 
Plato’s words, they contaminate the purity and authority of the very first 
principles: on, hen , agathon and aletheia. 29 Metamorphosis, then, becomes 
the mode of being (and becoming) of what is no longer subject to paternity 
and filiation. 

An appropriate mode in which to represent the internecine warfare that 
severs all unity, metamorphosis takes place in that undefined and thus un¬ 
stable space between land and sea: “By moonlight in lonely places near 
the sea when you are plunged in bitter reflections you see that everything 
assumes a yellowish appearance, vague, fantastic. The tree-shadows, now 
swift now slow, chase hither and yon as they flatten themselves against the 
earth” (12). 

Strophe viii, which also depicts the passage from the time of dreaming 
to the time of madness (and writing), is the fantastic setting for those bitter 
reflections {reflexions a-meres ) whose alternating rhythms produce deceiv¬ 
ing images, or optical illusions. 30 No wonder, then, if these reflected ap¬ 
pearances, a-meres, bear witness to the mother’s death; they are images 
reflected back by the glazed look of the mother’s eyes: 

One day my mother, her eyes glassy-looking, said to me: 

“When you are in bed and you hear the howling of the dogs in the 
fields, hide yourself beneath your blankets, don’t make a jest of what they 
are doing: they have the insatiable thirst for the infinite, like you, like me, 
like the rest of us human beings with our long, pale faces. I will even permit 
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you to stand at the window and see this spectacle, which is rather magnifi¬ 
cent.” (15) 

At night, upright in his bed, Maldoror(-child) apprehends in the dead 
mother’s eyes, or rather from the within of the dead mother (as he is in 
the house), a spectacle which she does not allow the child to deride. 
What the child perceives through these maternal windows, the dogs’ 
insatiable thirst for the infinite, is Lautreamont’s highly ironic version 
of the romantic aspiration to overcome the intolerable limits of the prin- 
cipium individuationis. Faced with such a vision, even forced laughter will 
no longer forestall the loss of self-sameness, or self-identity: 

Then infuriated dogs snap their chains and escape from distant farms; they 
rush through the countryside, here, there and everywhere, in the grip of 
madness. Suddenly they stop, turn their fiery eyes in all directions, savagely 
uneasy, and, as elephants in the desert before dying cast one last glance 
towards heaven, desperately lifting their trunks, their ears hanging limp, so 
the dogs’ ears droop and they raise their heads: their necks swell horribly 
and one by one they commence to howl, like a child crying from hunger, 
or a cat wounded in the stomach up on the roof, or a woman about to be 
delivered of a child, or a plague victim dying in the hospital, or a young girl 
singing a divine melody. . . . 

The dogs howl at the northern stars, at the eastern stars, at the southern 
stars, at the western stars, at their own howlings, which scare themselves; 
at the toads which they crush with a single snap of their jaws (why are these 
toads so far from the marshes?); at the trees whose gently-cradled leaves 
are so many mysteries that the dogs cannot understand, that they would 
penetrate with their steady, intelligent eyes; at the spiders suspended be¬ 
tween their own legs. . . . 

After all this they scamper over the countryside again, leaping with their 
bleeding feet over ditches and pathways, fields, pastures and steep rocks. 
You would think they were mad with rabies and seeking some vast pond in 
which to assuage their thirst. Their endless howling horrifies nature. Alas 
for the wayfarer! These friends of the cemeteries will fling themselves upon 
him, tear him to pieces, devour him with their blood-dripping jaws; for the 
dogs have sharp teeth. Wild animals, not daring to invite themselves to 
share this feast of flesh, hasten trembling away. After many hours the dogs, 
weary of racing hither and yon, almost expiring, their tongues lolling out 
of their mouths, throw themselves upon one another, not knowing what 
they are doing, and tear one another into a thousand pieces with incredible 
rapidity. They do not behave thus from cruelty. (13-15) 
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Not unlike Maldoror himself, who in the previous strophe had to break 
the iron shackles that limit all becoming within the bounds of filial submis¬ 
siveness, the dogs, in order to take on more disquieting forms, tear their 
chains apart. 31 Morphing into forms, or even incessantly shifting form, 
their metamorphosis is in no way a measured alternation. It violently 
changes keys: having run “here, there and everywhere, in the grip of mad¬ 
ness,” the dogs suddenly stop to commence a litany of intermittent howl- 
ings. A “long prayer” against everything, including itself—they howl, 
indeed, at their own howlings—their chanting, their wounded cries indis¬ 
tinguishable from the divine melody sung by the young girl, turns into an 
accusation of the terrible blow that causes their madness. 32 Yet, their howl¬ 
ing, in passing from a mournful wail to a charge against the very thing 
that triggered it, is not simply of the order of either an accusation or a 
retribution. By extending war to its causes, contaminating its principles, 
the dogs’ howling enacts a more infinite principle of war that abolishes 
the limits, and unsettles even its very definition as war. The dogs’ war de¬ 
vours its own origin and reason, and thus becomes absolute and unlimited. 

Could the dog’s frantic rush—“here, there and everywhere”—through 
those lonely places near the sea not be compared to the reader tracing his 
“pathway through the desolate morass” of the Chants, and to his penetra¬ 
tion “into such uncharted lands”? Is such activity not comparable to the 
violent movements of reading and writing? If this is the case, does writing, 
in turn, not have to cross itself out, as do the dogs’ howlings? Let us there¬ 
fore consider their final attempt to quench their thirst for the infinite. 
When “weary of racing hither and yon” they “tear one another into a 
thousand pieces with incredible rapidity,” the dogs destroy themselves as 
the very agents of this violent race and, consequently, raise their war to a 
state from which nothing escapes. Before doing so, however, they howl 
“at the spiders suspended between their own legs.” In other words, what 
they assault is precisely that which supports and upholds them, and which 
as their origin would seem to be exempt from the destruction that they 
inflict on everything. Differently put, the dogs destroy every origin, in¬ 
cluding their own, which would seem to hide behind what the origin ren¬ 
ders possible. Now, what are the consequences of this, if, indeed, the dogs’ 
race through the countryside is akin to the violent tracing and marking of 
writing (and reading) described in the Chants ? 

Writing, according to Lautreamont, is its own crossing-out. It is impos¬ 
sible for writing—as an origin, as a principle, as an archae —to avoid an 
encounter with the violence that it inaugurates. Since there is no way of 
mastering writing either through a principle external to writing or by way 
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of writing itself, a stroke of the pen inevitably inscribes itself within the 
space of its own dislocated and disrupted origin. Bound to violence and 
semblance, writing cannot claim an origin from which it could be derived, 
and thus mastered. 

Maldoror(-child) senses as much when it watches the reflection in the 
inert and glassy-looking eyes of the dead mother: “Since that time I have 
respected the dead woman’s wish. I, even as the dogs, feel a yearning for 
the infinite ... I cannot, I cannot satisfy that hunger! I am the son of a 
man and a woman, from what they tell me. This astounds me ... I had 
thought to be more than this!” (15) In fact, Maldoror is indeed more than 
that: he is “the son of a female shark.” What is a requin if not a chien de 
mer, and in this particular case a female shark, une chienne de mer, une 
chienne de mere He is, in truth, the son of Prostitution hiding at the 
bottom of the sea. Thus, just like the dogs, Maldoror respects the dead 
woman’s wish, seeking to assuage his insatiable thirst for the infinite: “And 
when I wander with burning eyes and hair whipped by tempestuous winds, 
during nights of storm, lonely as a stone in the middle of the road, around 
the habitations of men, I cover my blighted face with a bit of velvet black 
as the soot that coats the chimney. No eyes may dwell upon the ugliness 
that the Creator, with a grin of potent hatred, has afflicted upon me” (16). 

Like the dogs, Maldoror tears himself apart. He, too, turns against what 
supported him through his assault upon filiation and frenzied rush 
through the countryside. By thus warring against himself, Maldoror gives 
birth to himself as war, and subsequently erases the reflective machinery 
of self-engenderment. 34 At dawn in his cavern, Maldoror again undoes 
everything he has accomplished during the preceding night. 

Every morning, when the sun rises for others spreading joy and wholesome 
warmth everywhere, I crouch in my beloved cave in a state of despair that 
intoxicates me like wine: I stare into the shadowy wastes of space and I tear 
my breast to ribbons with my strong hands. Yet I do not feel overcome with 
rage! And I do not feel that I am suffering alone! But I do feel that I am 
breathing! (16) 

En vial d’aurore, dawn never rises for Maldoror. With him nothing be¬ 
gins, not even a self that would be his own. Squatting down in his beloved 
cave and tearing his breast to shreds, he prevents himself from being born. 
This self-mutilation is the mutilation of the self that has just emerged as a 
result of Maldoror’s war against filiation. But rather than being content 
with his self-creation and narcissistically fusing together with himself, 
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Maldoror’s newly attained self bursts inward in a final pathos, in an implo¬ 
sion that destroys it from within. War ravages the unity of this barely 
constituted self, whose different parts are at war with one another: 

Like a condemned man trying his muscles while reflecting upon their des¬ 
tiny, knowing that he is about to mount the scaffold, I stand upright on my 
straw pallet, my eyes closed, and I turn my head slowly from right to left, 
from left to right, for whole hours on end. I do not fall stone dead. From 
time to time, when my neck cannot continue to turn farther in one direc¬ 
tion, when it stops to return in the opposite direction, I look sharply 
towards the horizon, peering through the few spaces left by the bushes 
covering the entrance to my cave. I see nothing! Nothing . . . unless it be 
fields whirling with trees and long files of birds winging through the air. 
All this disturbs my blood and my brain . . . Who is it beating upon my 
head? (16-17). 

Up to this point our comments on Lautreamont’s text could still pre¬ 
tend to be those of a unifying interpretation; interpretive analysis and sub¬ 
sequent synthesis becomes increasingly difficult, however, as I close upon 
the text’s organizing signifier. At the risk of merely repeating what is said 
in the text about this signifier, I return to the preceding passage. Upright 
on his straw pallet, turning his head side to side, Maldoror, eyes closed, 
experiences death. When his head refuses to turn any further and he is 
forced to turn it the other way, and when, from within “his” cave that 
holds him back like the womb of the dead mother whom he is to himself, 
in endlessly deferred self-confinement, he peers “through the few spaces 
[interstices] left by the bushes covering the entrance” to his cave in order 
to check what limits his view, what he sees is nothing. He sees nothing 
unless it is something that makes his head turn or spin. But what he per¬ 
ceives through the aperture of his cave, the whirling trees and winging 
files of birds, exactly replicates what happens to him within the cave where, 
for hours on end, he turns his head in one direction only to make it turn 
in the opposite direction. Seeing nothing in the interval between two turns 
of his head, nor through the cleaving gap of the cavern’s entrance, Maldor¬ 
or’s head whirls upon itself. 35 But in this interval, with its unseizable and 
inconceivable point of transition from one side to another, the reader lo¬ 
cates, formally speaking, the signifier—the general structure that consti¬ 
tutes the scene of production of this text, and that engenders its paratactic 
quality through this signifier’s infinite variations. In a back-and-forth 
movement, one side, one form, one strophe, one Chant whirls upon itself 
and, without rest, turns to the other side, and metamorphosizes into an¬ 
other form, another strophe, and another Chant. 
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The rhythmic horizontal scanning in the interstitial space that sepa¬ 
rates, left and right, what can be seen through the aperture of the cave, 
those whirling trees and winging birds, is accompanied by periodic blows 
that rain down on Maldoror’s head. Being beaten translates the distur¬ 
bance created by the irruption of pleasure within the self and his body. 
The interval in question then is also the pivotal fault that opens the differ¬ 
ence between charge and discharge in pleasure. The painful strokes to the 
head revert into the pulsation of pleasure, and vice-versa. 36 Approaching 
the zero point of excitation in the vertical pivotal fault, pleasure, though 
the opposite of death, fuses with it. 


Divine Spectacles 

A reading of the famous strophe ix allows the readers to determine more 
precisely the nothingness of the interval and the rotating movement of its 
axis—the transition point—at which the changing of sides, forms, stro¬ 
phes, and Chants occurs. 

The apostrophe to the reader at the beginning of the new strophe 
promises a new beginning, which strangely resembles the conclusion of 
the preceding stanza: 

I propose to proclaim in a loud voice and without emotion the cold and 
grave chant [ strophe\ that you are about to hear. Consider carefully what it 
contains and guard yourself against the painful impression it cannot fail to 
leave like a blight upon your troubled imaginings. Do not believe that I am 
on the point of death for I am not yet a skeleton and old age does not rest 
upon my brow. (17) 

The similarity between the end of strophe vm and this new beginning is 
threefold: Maldoror’s distress by what he perceives through the intervals 
between the bushes covering the entrance to his cave resembles the painful 
impression that the following strophe will leave upon the reader’s troubled 
imagination; the hero’s face is said to be blighted in strophe vm, while the 
new beginning leaves a blight upon the reader; in the preceding stanza, 
Maldoror does not drop dead turning his head, and the new strophe re¬ 
minds us that he is not yet on the verge of death. Consequently, in turning 
away from the previous strophe, the apostrophe anticipates a strophe simi¬ 
lar to the preceding one. Such repetition and semblance fully conforms to 
the paratactic structure of the Cha?its. 
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But by reflecting on the nature of a strophe in general, the reader may 
be able to illuminate something that concerns repetition itself. Indeed, 
strophe comes from strephein (to turn, to twist), akin to the Greek strobos, 
which denotes an action of whirling around. Originally, it signified the 
movement of the classical Greek chorus turning from one side of the or¬ 
chestra to the other. One movement was called strophe while the return¬ 
ing movement that answered it represented the antistrophe. Could the 
reader, therefore, conclude that strophe ix may be an antistrophe to the 
preceding stanza? And if this is indeed the case, what would the character¬ 
istic features of such a movement of turning be? Consider the following 
passage: 

Not long ago I saw the sea once again and trod upon the bridges of ships; 
my memories of it are as lively as if it had all happened yesterday. If you 
are able, however, be as calm as I am as you read what is to follow (for 
already I regret offering it to you) and do not blush for the human heart. 

O octopus of the silky glance! You whose soul is inseparable from mine; 
you, the most beautiful creature upon the terrestrial globe; you, chieftain 
of a seraglio of four hundred sucking-cups; you, in whom are nobly en¬ 
throned as though in their natural habitat, by common agreement and with 
an indestructible bond, the divine graces and the sweet virtue of communi¬ 
cation; why are you not with me, your belly of quicksilver pressed to my 
breast of aluminum, the two of us sitting here together upon a rock by the 
shore as we contemplate the spectacle I adore! (17-18) 

By urging the reader to be as calm as the writer, strophe ix is involved 
in a rereading and rewriting of the previous stanza. Whereas strophe vm 
appears haunted by the absence of the mother and is a lamentation over 
her death, the new strophe turns into a hymn about the lively memories 
of the sea ( mer/mere ) that is once again beheld, and into a song in praise 
of the ocean. Such rereading and rewriting of each anterior strophe is the 
organizing principle of the Chants. Indeed, it is not difficult to apprehend 
how each strophe, like an antistrophe, erases and rewrites the previous 
stanza. The Chants thereby obey the elementary movement of the Greek 
chorus in which Greek tragedy is said to have originated. These Chants 
derive from a signifier whose movements correspond to the very core of 
tragedy and which, in its pure formality, is nothing but a constant erasure 
and undoing of everything that had previously been drawn or woven. The 
alternation of strophe and antistrophe, or more precisely, the antistrophe’s 
strike against the strophe, coincides with the strife against filiation in Lau- 
treamont. 37 Although each previous strophe is already the result of a vio¬ 
lent rewriting, similar to the veils of goodness woven by cruelty, it will not 
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escape being torn apart, and thus being transformed at least one more 
time. 

This subsequent erasure of what has been written in order to rewrite it 
also bears witness to the non-reflexivity of the text. This is equally true of 
the relation between reader and writer. The passages the reader reads 
mark their alternating temporal structure. In spite of the indissoluble bond 
that unites them, the octopus (a standing symbol in the nineteenth century 
for evil, which is substituted in the second version of Chant I for the name 
Dazet, a school friend of Ducasse) and the writer will never sit together 
by the shore of the text in order to contemplate its divine spectacle. Never 
contemporaneous with one another, they take turns and read and write as 
well with alternating pens. 

In order to better grasp the non-reflexivity of a text like the Chants, 
which, like fragments of a dulled mirror, no longer reflect, the reader must 
focus on the inversion taking place at the very heart of the strophe. Com¬ 
paring the ocean to “those bluish marks that one sees upon the battered 
backs of cabin-boys,” as well as to the harmonious sphere of an eye, the 
ocean appears as a black, or lost eye. In spite of its circular perfection, the 
ocean is marked, down to its depths, by dissent This is why at its sight “a 
long breath of sadness ... [also] passes over the deeply moved soul, leaving 
ineffaceable scars” (18). This ocean, although always equal to itself—“the 
symbol of identity”—nourishes war within itself: “Ancient ocean, the dif¬ 
ferent species of fish that you nourish have not sworn brotherhood among 
themselves” (19). And if its “waves are somewhere lashed into fury, else¬ 
where they are stilled in the most complete peace” (18-19). Hence, it is 
only consistent if no glance is sufficient to embrace it in its totality: “A 
glance is not sufficient to encompass you. To envision your entirety the 
sight must revolve its telescope in a continuous movement towards the 
four points of the horizon” (20). Indeed, how could one encompass with 
one glance a rent eye whose very sight leaves ineffaceable scars upon the 
organ of vision? In order to reflect it in its entirety, the eye would have to 
enucleate itself by revolving on its own axis. Faced with the ocean, the 
eye loses its specular and synthetic power and becomes fragmented into a 
plurality of views. It is precisely such a fragmentation and multiplication 
that takes place in this strophe, which set out to recall lively memories of 
the sea beheld not so long ago. Indeed, without any transition Lautrea- 
mont writes: “Ancient ocean, your waters are bitter \ameresf' (20), awak¬ 
ening us to the strophe’s imminent inversion. A rhetorical question stages 
the total flattening out of the ocean and the total overturning of all of its 
major characterizations: 
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Often as I stand watching the ships, my hand to my brow while the moon 
swings askew between the masts, I have surprised myself, blind to every¬ 
thing but the goal I was pursuing, trying to solve the difficult problem! Yes, 
which is the deeper, the more impenetrable of the two: the ocean or the 
human heart? (21) 

This extension of the ocean’s depth into a surface (which does not contra¬ 
dict its “vastness towards the bottom, in the direction of the unknown” 
[23]) is accompanied by a change of gender. Initially female, it now be¬ 
comes masculine, or more precisely, celibate: 

Ancient ocean, O greatest of celibates, as you wander amid the solemn 
solitudes of your quiet kingdoms you are justly proud of your native mag¬ 
nificence and of the justifiable eulogies I am eager to offer you. Volup¬ 
tuously cradled by the gentle flow of your majestic deliberation, which is 
among the greatest of the attributes bestowed upon you by the sovereign 
power, gloomily, mysteriously you unfold over your sublime surface your 
incomparable waves with the quiet sense of your eternal strength. They 
follow one another in parallel lines, each separated from the next by a brief 
distance. Scarcely has one subsided than another swells to replace it, to the 
accompaniment of the melancholy sound of breaking foam, warning us that 
all is foam. (23-24) 

Only a surface, the ocean engenders and reproduces itself. As nothing but 
that volume of incomparable waves hollowing out its surface, the ocean, 
like the mother’s face at the entrance of the text, is subject to the to-and- 
fro movement of writing and erasure. 

What one must continue to call the narrative voice is itself strongly 
attracted to this still-dull mirror. Unable “to name [itself] . . . equal [to 
the ocean],” (25) it resists all attempts to become its own reflection. Thus 
a war breaks out between the narrator’s voice and his impossible reflection, 
between himself and the text in which he is caught, between him and his 
would-be image. After having urged the ocean to become his brother, 
Maldoror exclaims: 

Roll wildly . . . more wildly yet... if you would have me compare you to 
the vengeance of God. 

Spread out your livid claws and tear yourself out a pathway in your own 
bosom . . . that is good. 

Roll your appalling breakers, hideous ocean, understood by me alone 
and before whose feet I fall prostrate. 

Man’s majesty is borrowed; it shall not overcome me. You, yes. 
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Oh, when you advance, your crest high and terrible, surrounded by your 
tortuous coils as by a royal court, magnetic and wild, rolling your waves 
one upon the other full of the consciousness of what you are; and when you 
give utterance from the depths of your bosom as if you were suffering the 
pangs of some intense remorse which I have been unable to discover, to 
that perpetual heavy roar feared by men even when, trembling on the 
shore, they contemplate you in safety: then I can perceive that I do not 
possess that signal right to name myself your equal. I cannot love you, I 
detest you. (24-25) 

Once he seeks to reflect himself in the ocean, its surface becomes 
blurred: all its initial characteristics turn into their opposite. Tearing out a 
pathway with its livid claws in its own bosom, rolling its waves one upon 
the other, the ocean’s flat reflective surface shatters. Retreating from the 
sight of the ocean, albeit forced to eternally return, the narrator’s voice in 
turn is metamorphosed. 38 For if this invocation of the ocean is also the 
birth, out of its roaring thunder, of the narrator’s voice as the dull noise 
of the waves (from the “bras de la surdite ”), this voice, scarcely born, is 
once again silenced: 

So, just once more, I would salute you and bid you farewell! Ancient ocean, 
crystal-waved. . . . My eyes fill with copious tears and I have not the 
strength to proceed. ... (25) 

This silence takes place in the gap dividing two strophes. After an inter¬ 
val one finds Maldoror writing on his deathbed. 



CHAPTER 4 


Celestial Stars/Water Stars 

Gerard de Nerval’s Sylvie 


Chemistry, or rather chemism, simultaneously the art of separating and 
mixing, became the scientific model for the burgeoning romanticism of 
Jena, that is, the first phase of Romanticism in German literature. It pro¬ 
vided the model for its double project: to work out, or rather complete, a 
theory of literary genres and to conceive of their intermixing in a work 
where universality would proceed from its organic individuality. 1 Claiming 
that the two Schlegel brothers shared this task may be somewhat arbitrary. 
Roughly speaking, however, August Wilhelm Schlegel, who as a historian 
and literary critic was more interested in analyzing and dissecting works 
of art than in developing a theory of the mixing of their elements, did 
conclude a movement that had been initiated in the sixteenth and seven¬ 
teenth centuries by the followers of rigorous imitation of ancient litera¬ 
ture. This task consisted in erroneously founding, as Gerard Genette has 
shown, a three-genre theory based upon the poetics of Plato and Aris¬ 
totle. 2 In light of this problematic, Friedrich Schlegel for his part would 
then be at the origin of the idea of a fusion of genres into what Jean-Luc 
Nancy and Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe have called the Genre, or the Liter¬ 
ary Absolute. 3 My intention here is to analyze a particular case of such a 
mixing. But in so doing, my goal is not to show that such a fusion could 
again be separated into its inassimilable elements. Such a maneuver would 


*7 



88 


Scenarios for a Theory 


be pointless, for the precise reason that genres have always already been 
predetermined in the perspective of their subsequent sublation. I am inter¬ 
ested rather in trying to determine the particular figure such a mixing as¬ 
sumes. For the inevitable singularity of mixing, as well as of its facticity, it 
seems to us, carries the work to the very limits of its sought-for organic 
individuality. 

The text I will examine is Gerard de Nerval’s novella Sylvie. The whole 
of Les Filles du Feu would of course have to be considered here in order to 
treat the problem of genre mixing in this one story that is a part of this 
volume. 4 For, indeed, Les Filles du Feu is itself a stunning example of genre 
mixing whose author, by the way, was rather familiar with the German 
romantics. 5 One would also have to consider the dedication To Alexandre 
Dumas\ there the motif of the unwritable book should not only guide the 
reading of the ensemble, but the romantic topos of the work's absence 
should as well preside over any analysis of Nervalian madness, as I will try 
to envisage it later. 6 It is a well-established fact that the novel is the para¬ 
digm for the mixture of genres, while the novella is at most one of its 
elements. But if it is true that “mixture” must not be confused with a 
simple association of elements each conserving its unalterable property, 
but instead, according to its strict meaning within the field of chemistry, 
as leading to the production of a new chemical body with unique proper¬ 
ties, then the novella in question can be seen as a part of the ensemble of 
Les Filles du Feu which, at the same time, represents this ensemble itself. 
In a letter to George Sand, Nerval writes of Sylvie that it is “a short novel 
which is not quite a tale.” 7 Even if it is difficult to consider the whole of 
Les Filles du Feu as an organic whole, Sylvie can still be analyzed as the 
product of a mixing of genres by looking at a good number of distinctions 
that are intimately intermixed within it. 

Sylvie, indeed, proves to be a mixture of old and new, of real and repre¬ 
sentation, of autobiography and fiction, of Christianity and paganism, of 
folk poetry and philosophy, of lyricism and drama, and so on. As I have 
already suggested, such a mixture is always unique and tends to inhibit the 
mediation between singular and universal. In trying to analyze such a mix¬ 
ture now, I would hope to pinpoint that which hinders this mixture from 
being a true synthesis of each of the elements combined in this chemical 
mixture. Beyond this, such an analysis should also invalidate not only the 
reassuring image of a Nerval asserting his Valois roots, but also that other 
image, hardly more complex, of a Nerval preserving in Sylvie the balance 
between the simple charms of real life and the fascination exerted by the 
dream. 8 This balance is not upset by what some call Nerval’s madness. 



Gerard de Nerval’s Sylvie 


What does upset this balance (and here madness does have a good share) 
is rather on the order of the supplement, without which the image of such 
a world, of such wholeness, could not be born. 

The double determination of burgeoning romanticism as I exemplified 
it through the two Schlegel brothers is considerably complicated by the 
fact that the individual and organic unity aimed for by genre mixing is 
always thought of as being in excess with relation to literature, as its be¬ 
yond. Now the construction of such a work is seen as something like the 
complex return of an essential classicity . 9 It is a complex return, for if it is 
true that the novel as a mixed poem finds its partner in the Greek epos, the 
romantic return nevertheless cannot be confused with a return to a natural 
past situation. Indeed, since the Greeks themselves, by rigorously separat¬ 
ing the genres (separating the philosophical from the poetical), turned 
away from their mythical past, such a natural situation could not possibly 
return . 10 For romanticism the continuous history of art is fulfilled and 
completed. But if this completion was to issue forth into a totally different 
art, this would have to be an art that would itself have to recognize and 
realize its essence rigorously if one may apply to art what Hegel according 
to Lectures on Aesthetics expects only from philosophical reflection . 11 Even 
so, the process of this completion is never concluded and will continue to 
give rise to works of art that belong to bygone art. Thus, similar to Hegel, 
who after having determined the transitory form characterizing the end of 
romanticism as a “ Verinnigung in dem Gegenstande" u —a form in which the 
ancient Persians and Arabs excelled—detected in the endform of art a re¬ 
turn to the preform of art, that is, symbolism in art, Friedrich Schlegel 
could only conceive of the mixture of genres, before poetic dissolution has 
completed its task, as a return to the original sources and archetypes of 
the “original body of Greek poetry .” 13 Before achieving the individual, 
organic, and unique work that would be beyond all used past forms and 
figures (which, anyway, can no longer be brought to life in the present), 
romanticism could neither avoid being a (regressive) return to what it con¬ 
ceived as poetry of nature, that is, to a state of undifferentiated expression 
before any separation into genres has occurred, nor to an original language 
where images and figures would reign supreme. August Wilhelm Schlegel 
called this the “original figural quality of languages .” 14 In other words, the 
search for the romantic work beyond all division (and of which the novel 
[as Mischgedicht] is the model) is inseparable from its thematic realization 
in the singularity of a bygone figure. 

But this is not yet everything. Even though the novel is created in the 
image of the former epic genre, it also has a privileged relationship to 
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another genre, or rather, mode of enunciation, namely mimetic drama. As 
I will argue, this privileged place granted to this particular genre by the 
novel (because mixed), as well as by the romantic work in its becoming, 
will curiously affect the expected dissolution. Hegel, as is well known, sees 
the end of romantic art in terms of prose and subjective virtuosity. He 
stresses the fact that the modern artist, because he has completely lost 
the immediate relation of natural interiority to given forms and figures, is 
necessarily the creator of mixtures that he directs as does the playwright 
his characters . 15 And in fact, romantics (Friedrich Schlegel in particular) 
considered drama as the true foundation of the novel . 16 Thus, for the ro¬ 
mantics, only ancient drama serves as the ultimate model for the “com¬ 
plete work of art.” But then why is there this return to a mode of mimetic 
representation so severely criticized by Plato in the Republic ? In a certain 
way, it is the very absence of lyricism in the romanticism of Jena that 
signals the answer to this query. In fact, the criterion for the total work of 
art, apart from its quality as a mixture, resides essentially in the relation¬ 
ship that such a work has with itself. Now the construction of such a self- 
engendering work that contains its own theory can be imagined only in 
terms of a self-staging or self-production. The relationship the romantic 
work entertains with itself, its self-reflexivity (Friedrich Schlegel’s Ge- 
spriiche iiber die Poesie are a beautiful example of this), is not created from a 
diegetic mode, but on the contrary according to a mode of mediation: the 
mimetic mode. It seems to me that this is the reason for romanticism’s 
privileging the particular genre of drama in the construction of a mixed 
work. 


A Bouquet of Digitalis 

I will thus be concerned with two things in my reading of Sylvie : first, with 
the particular figure that the mixing of genres and styles provides in 
Nerval, and second, with the work of staging which must assure the text’s 
relationship with itself. Let me begin by mentioning that, in order to work 
out their projects for a work going beyond all generic differences, the 
romantics did not rely solely on the ideal expressed by the poetry of na¬ 
ture, but also on its decadent repetition, for example, by the Alexandrian 
poets during a period of manifest dissolution and effervescence. Thus, 
characterizing the “strange” period (both renovating and decadent) sur¬ 
rounding the tale of Sylvie, Nerval writes: “It was an age in which activity, 
hesitation, and indolence were mixed up, together with dazzling Utopias, 
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philosophies, and religious aspirations, vague enthusiasms, mild ideas 
of a Renaissance, weariness with past struggles; insecure optimisms— 
somewhat like the period of Peregrinus and Apullius” (50). 17 As one might 
expect after such a description, the action in Sylvie starts where the narra¬ 
tor—whom I shall call Nerval simply as a matter of convenience—during 
an outing at the theater, evokes his love for a star named Aurelia. If the 
space of Sylvie opens with this theatrical outing, it is because the narrative 
unfolds in a theatrical space. I will clarify the different scenes and the 
scenic levels of this space. In fact, already with the second chapter, “Adri¬ 
enne,” it is discovered that this love for an actress and the repeated fre- 
quentation of a theater are the function of a memory, of a forgotten scene 
from childhood. The fact that this memory is “half-dreamed,” “repre¬ 
sented” in a state of “half-sleep,” (53) only increases its tableau-like quality. 
Here is the memory itself: a large square of green in the courtyard of a 
castle where Adrienne, “the grandchild of one of the descendants of a 
family related to the ancient kings of France,” in a voice imitating the 
“quavering tones of ancestors,” sings an old ballad to her listeners, believ¬ 
ing themselves “in paradise,” while the light from the rising moon was 
falling on her alone, “isolated . . . (from) our attentive circle” (54). The 
description has all the attributes of a theatrical stage. When Nerval finally 
places a crown of “glistening leaves” on Adrienne’s head, and then com¬ 
pares her to Dante’s Beatrice, this early scene increasingly appears as the 
image of a literary scenario, of which it is the representation. 

Articulating a double memory—on the one hand of genre and of gener¬ 
ics, and on the other, of the irruption of the difference of the genres—the 
invocation of a celebration where social and temporal differences are abol¬ 
ished (“for this one day of festival she had been allowed to mix in our 
games,” and: “the young voices . . . imitate . . . the quavering tones of 
ancestors” [54]), no doubt has a sense of reconciliation of differences in 
view. But, at the same time, this scene represents the origin of differences, 
and primarily of sexual difference. Indeed, when Adrienne and Nerval ex¬ 
change a kiss, “an inexplicable confusion” takes hold of him. With this 
difference also emerges the double image between the ideal woman, the 
mm, and the real woman, Sylvie, between “Death—or the Dead Woman,” 
as Nerval will say in the poem Artemis , and life, but also between social 
classes, places (city and country) and times (past and present). 18 

Through this dual determination as a scene of reconciliation and of 
opening to all differences, this scene functions as the matrix for the play 
on the same and the other, on identity and difference, on the innumerable 
doubles that haunt this narrative. Additional features of this original scene, 
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or rather those relating to the textual matrix, can be gleaned from the 
other chapters of Sylvie concerning Adrienne. The ruins of the Abbey of 
Chaalis, which, as Nerval tells readers in Angelique, are situated above 
graves, 19 and where, he says in Sylvie, “you (still) breathe a perfume of the 
Renaissance” as well as “an air of pagan allegory” (66), set the background 
in chapter 7 for the “countryside’s solemnity.” Having traversed the 
woods on “unfrequented roads,” (66) their pony flying “as if to some 
witches’ Sabbath,” Nerval and Sylvie’s brother enter on St. Bartholomew’s 
Eve into a “private festival” where “a sort of allegorical representation, in 
which some of the pupils of the neighboring convent are to participate,” 
will take place. The play is thus performed during a celebration that is 
somewhat different from the Rousseauist and popular celebration com¬ 
mon in Nerval. Our characters watch it in a no less allegorical setting. It 
is “a mystery play of ancient times” on the destruction of the world and 
spiritual rebirth. Now, the spirit armed with a flaming sword (the angel of 
death) who, after the destruction of the world rises up from the abyss to 
sing the glory of Christ, vanquisher of hell, is none other than Adrienne. 
Her family had devoted her to a religious life, and she now is reborn dou¬ 
bly transfigured through her costume and vocation. Thus, Adrienne, 
whose apparition is always dependent on the existence of a scene or stage, 
on a theatrical system, is transfigured, here among the ruins constructed 
above funerary monuments, into a pure spirit, an ideal woman. The origi¬ 
nal scene, therefore, is the place where one is put to death (burial in a 
convent, allegorical destruction of the world, and so on). The real charac¬ 
ter is put to death in order to allow her rebirth as an ideal. Before trying 
to answer the question of the relationship between this double operation 
of the scene and of the allegory, recall that Nerval, while retracing the 
details of this memory, wonders if they are actually real, or if he dreamed 
them. Necessarily, this scene thus takes on an ideal quality. And so does 
everything that comes from the matrix I have been trying to elucidate. In 
fact, everything that Nerval now uses to prove the truth of the event in 
question is but another memory of an allegorical nature: 

Sylvie’s brother was a little drunk that evening. For a while we stopped at 
the keeper’s house where I was greatly struck to see a swan with spread 
wings displayed above the door, and inside some tall cupboards of carved 
walnut, a large clock in its case, and trophies of bows and arrows of 
honor . . . But is the apparition of Adrienne as real as these details, as 
real as the indisputable existence of the Abbey of Chaalis? Yet I am certain 
it was the keeper’s son who took us into the hall where the play took 
place. (67) 



Gerard de Nerval’s Sylvie 


93 


Although this setting combined with the image of the flying swan (thus 
anticipating the allegory) tends to throw a cloud of doubt over the real 
existence of Adrienne, the spiritual meaning of the allegory remains no 
less uncontested. “Perhaps this memory is an obsession!” (68), Nerval ex¬ 
plains, indicating that Adrienne may very well have been absent from the 
scene. But this absence guarantees all the better the spiritual meaning of 
the allegory. For this mechanism of putting to death in order to be reborn 
as idea clearly demonstrates that the spiritual meaning of the allegory is a 
function of the ruin of the original. In order to better illustrate this aspect 
of the scene, I would like to analyze the beginning of chapter 5 entitled 
“The Village.” 

During the festival, one evening after bringing Sylvie back to her vil¬ 
lage, Nerval wanders off into the forest where the scene becomes a sort of 
prehistoric landscape badly illuminated by the moon, which hides behind 
the clouds from time to time. Nerval falls into a slumber in this landscape 
of “Druidical rocks” “which still hold the memory of the sons of Armen 
whom the Romans put to death” (60). He is in the vicinity of the convent 
of Saint-S . . . where he believes Adrienne to be, and has a dream that was 
eliminated from the final version of the tale. Where there is now just a 
simple dash, one formerly read the following: “Two beloved figures were 
battling in my mind: the one seemed to come down from the stars, the 
other to rise from the earth. The latter was saying, ‘I am simple and fresh 
as the flower from the fields,’ the other, ‘I am noble and pure like the 
immortal beauties conceived in the bosom of God.’ ” 20 Finally, when he 
awakens, this landscape, which retained him during the night by triggering 
a distant past (Nerval, from the sublime height represented by the Druidi¬ 
cal boulders, is unable to distinguish the pond where he had met Sylvie 
the previous night), fully reveals its allegorical nature: 

When I woke up, I gradually recognized the points near the spot where I 
had lost my way in the night. To my left, I saw the long line of the walls of 
the convent of Saint-S . . . the Gens d’Armes hills, with the shattered ruins 
of the old Carolingian palace. Near it, above the tops of the trees, the tall 
ruins of the Abbey of Thiers outlined against the horizon its broken walls 
pierced with trefoils and ogives. Further on, the manorhouse of Pontarme, 
still surrounded by its moat, began to reflect the first light of day, while to 
the south the tall keep of La Tournelle and the four towers of Bertrand- 
Fosse rose up on the first slopes of Montmeliant. (60) 

The convent of Saint-S . . . which dominates this semi-imaginary geogra¬ 
phy, and which Nerval believed for an instant to be “the one where Adri¬ 
enne was” (60), is situated in a mnemonic landscape whose traces bear 
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witness to an irremediably lost past. The convent where Nerval presumes 
Adrienne to be, because of the nearby megalithic tombs, is a crypt for the 
ideal that does not exist without a cadaver of the original. This is what the 
reader learns in the last lines of the narrative from Sylvie: “Poor Adrienne! 
She died in the convent of Saint-S . . . about 1832” (85). 

Let me thus clarify the nature of this scenic mechanism. It doesn’t only 
demand the death of the original in order to prepare its resurrection as an 
ideal; the ideal itself is perceived as irretrievably lost. It belongs incontest¬ 
ably to the past. This means at least two things: the scenic matrix does not 
only assure the repeatability of the ideal through the death of the original, 
but is also constitutive of the allegory through the ruin of this same ideal. 
Now, this double death , being the condition of possibility of the allegorical 
meaning, cannot exist without a third death which not only ruins the reas¬ 
suring content of the allegory but also destroys the allegorical meaning 
itself. This is confirmed in chapter 6, entitled “Othys.” 

This chapter relating the early morning visit by Sylvie and Nerval to 
her great-aunt is a veritable return to sources. Sylvie and Nerval, first of 
all, follow the Theve, “narrowing as it nears its source” (62). Secondly, 
the aunt’s home itself becomes, through the “fire”—that is, the liveliness, 
which Sylvie brings to the house—the place for a reconciliation of ele¬ 
ments. 21 She thus declares her love for the little Parisian here. This return 
to the origin is at first a search for models, in this case models of lace. 
Sylvie: “Oh, yes, Aunt... if you have any old pieces, I could use them as 
patterns” (63). Quickly going up the stairs which lead to the aunt’s bed¬ 
room, Sylvie and Nerval enter into a veritable sanctuary of memories from 
days past: “In an oval gilt frame, hung at the head of the rustic bed, the 
portrait of a young man of the good old times smiled . . . his young bride, 
who could be seen from another medallion, attractive and mischievous- 
looking, lissom in her open corset laced with ribbons” (64). 

In this sanctuary the two lovers find the originary model for first love 
in the form of a double image. Now with this discovery the idyllic reconcili¬ 
ation and return to origins start to take on a bizarre quality. Indeed, this 
love to which the aunt has remained faithful makes her seem like “the 
Funambules fairies who put wrinkled masks over their own charming 
faces, which they uncover at the end of the piece when the Temple of Love 
appears with its whirling sun shining with magic fires” (64). Modeling 
themselves after this first love, Sylvie and Nerval themselves will not be 
able to escape the logic of representation, nor the loss of origin it implies. 
The transformation of the original model into a lowly street play, certainly 
not lacking in charm, begins as soon as Sylvie and Nerval begin slipping 
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on the wedding clothes of the aunt and her defunct husband. In the image 
of this couple from the past, in the image of the double image , they are 
transformed into the image of eternal youth, which the old aunt’s wrinkled 
mask hides. Doubles then appear in this tableau vivant, Sylvie being the 
same as the other, as the aunt, and, of course, conversely. The two lovers 
thus seem to challenge old age, death and the aunt’s evocation of passing 
time. This synthesis of past and present, which, as theatrical synthesis, 
allows for the play of the same and the other, requires the death of the 
original in the double way I have shown. But it does so in an even more 
dramatic way than I have been able to demonstrate until now. When 
Nerval compares the production (through repetition) of the original 
model to a pictorial model, a painting by Greuze, the earlier model is 
consequently radically affected. Similarly, when their meal is transformed 
into a simulated wedding feast (Sylvie and Nerval become “bride and 
bridegroom for a whole summer morning” [66]) through the repetition of 
the naive wedding song of yesteryear, this scene is not the simple actualiza¬ 
tion of the aunt’s memories. Instead, these memories mediating the love 
between Sylvie and Nerval are eclipsed, as if by the shadow of death, when 
the nuptial song, flowery and loving, is compared to the “Song of Songs” 
from Ecclesiastes. But is it not the enormous bouquet of digitalis offered 
by Sylvie to her aunt that all the more eerily shrouds this scene, in that it 
announces the approaching death of the aunt? Although no repetition of 
an original model is possible without such a death, this tragic side of the 
tale does not hinder the repetition from taking on a carnivalesque appear¬ 
ance. On the contrary, when the reader learns of the aunt’s death in chap¬ 
ter to, Nerval inquires into what has happened to the wedding clothes of 
the old aunt: “ ‘Ah! Dear Aunty,’ ” says Sylvie, “ ‘she lent me the dress for 
the dance at Dammartin carnival two years ago. Poor Aunt, the next year 
she died!’ She sighed and wept so that I could not ask her how she hap¬ 
pened to go to a fancy-dress ball” (75). 

So the scene of a return to the origins, a return and repetition that are 
not accomplished without the death of that to which one returns, through 
the grotesque nature which they cannot avoid assuming, also represents 
the ruin of the eventual meaning of such an operation. The matrix I have 
tried to construct out of this memory concerning Adrienne is thus a scenic 
mechanism. This process of allowing allegorical meaning, and I would 
add, meaning itself, simultaneously invalidates it because it transforms its 
operation into a sort of theatrical farce, one not devoid of charm, be it 
tragic or not, but farce nonetheless. The mechanism in question is thus to 
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be understood as insuring its own exposition and choreography ( mise-en- 
scene), or rather its own mockery, a reflexive operation by which the output 
of the matrix is disappropriated and remains incomplete and unaccom¬ 
plished. This machine, as I have argued, not only engenders difference, 
but also organizes the whole play between the same and the other that 
haunts the narrative. Let me now go on to the analysis of these effects. 


The Same and the Other 

It is in a semidream state that Nerval finds “the memory of Adrienne, a 
flower of the night efflorescent in the moon’s glimmer, fleshcolored and 
fair phantom gliding over the green grasses half-bathed in white vapors” 
(55). It resembles a “pencil drawing blurred by time that had been con¬ 
verted into a picture, like those old sketches of the masters you admire in 
some museum and then you find, somewhere else, the dazzling original” 
(55). It can be seen to represent the bud, as Nerval says, of this love for a 
woman of the theater that overcame him every evening at the time of the 
performance. Thus, the image bud, the figure that cannot be born without 
the death of the original, engenders a new original which comes after, and 
which is derivative of the former image. Being no more than a blurred 
drawing or sketch in relation to a stunning original to come, the image of 
Adrienne engenders the original of Aurelia. For her, Nerval appears every 
evening “in the proscenium boxes in the role of an ardent wooer” (49). 
The apparition of this theatrical star illuminates the empty space of the 
stage and gives life to a performance in a theater where Nerval himself, in 
the role of the suitor, lines up with the actors. “In her I felt myself alive, 
and she seemed to live for me alone” (49). Now, Aurelia, her natural 
beauty and the life she incarnates are but a function of the stage lights and 
of the artificial light of the chandelier. With all of its properties, the stage 
serves as a “magic mirror” that beautifies and idealizes what it reflects. But 
the memory of Adrienne reveals to Nerval that Aurelia is but a derived 
original of the image-bud, and that she is thus, as he was able to say of 
himself, but “a living tomb.” The ideal of Aurelia is not only Aurelia’s 
own tomb; resembling Adrienne, Aurelia is also the crypt of this dead 
other. This inspires Nerval with the following thought: “To love a nun in 
the form of an actress! . . . but what if they were one and the same!” (55). 

Indeed, if the ideal is perse exchangeable (contrary to the real woman), 
the substitution of an actress for a nun would imply that the difference 
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between the same and the other is without difference. Because of this repe¬ 
tition without difference, the actress could well be the same as the nun. 
But didn’t the function of the matrix make possible the repetition of the 
same by the simultaneous production of the differential other? If the other 
is the same, where then is the difference? Before picking up on this ques¬ 
tion a bit later, let me continue the analysis of this original, which is the 
substitute for an “empty image” (69), for an early image that Nerval 
pursues. 

In chapter 13 Nerval returns to Paris and runs to the theater to suc¬ 
cumb, once again, to the charms of his actress. He abruptly leaves Paris 
for Germany to “try and get [his] feelings into order.” For this, he under¬ 
takes “to put into poetic action the love of the painter Colonna for the fair 
Laura, whom her parents made a nun, and whom he loved until death” 
(81). This scenario is to put the theatrical ideal into a play to be performed 
in “the purgatorial space” theater represents for Nerval. Aurelia accepts 
the starring role in this play. At this moment Nerval lets it be known that 
he was the stranger who sent her the adulatory letters. The test fails, for 
Adrienne isn’t the same as the nun, and she does not recognize Nerval as 
being the little Parisian of before. When another chance comes he makes 
another effort to clarify his love for Aurelia, and once again in juxtaposing 
several scenes, Nerval suffers defeat one more time. When Nerval con¬ 
vinces the company he is accompanying as “gentleman poet” to give a 
performance in Senlis and Dammartin, Nerval tries yet once again to ver¬ 
ify that the actress and the mm are one and the same (and, I might add, to 
reassure himself that he is also one and the same). “I had planned to take 
Aurelia to the chateau near Orry to the same square of green where for 
the first time I saw Adrienne.—She showed no emotion.” (82) 

Since Aurelia did not seem to recognize the area, Nerval reveals his 
plan to her, and the actress clearly admits that she is not the same person. 
“You expect me to say, ‘The actress is the same person as the nun; you are 
simply looking for drama, that’s all, and the end eludes you’ ” (83). That 
evening, Nerval notices that Aurelia has a liking for the stage manager. It 
is then that he must accept the fact that his love is for another, that she is 
not the same, just as the one that Aurelia loves is other than he. Thus, this 
scenario in the image of the memory of Adrienne, instead of engendering 
the same, only produces the other. Instead of insuring a repetition without 
difference, it creates difference. It gives birth to the other in the scenario 
of the same. 

The day Aurelia performs at Dammartin, Nerval brings Sylvie to the 
performance. Sylvie has met Adrienne, and Nerval encourages her to tell 
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him if she did not think the actress to be like someone she knew. “ ‘Whom 
do you mean?’ ‘Do you remember Adrienne?’ She burst out laughing and 
said, ‘What an idea!’ Then, as if reproving herself, she sighed and added, 
‘Poor Adrienne! She died in the convent of Saint-S . . . about 1832’ ” (85). 
Thus the hope that another, here Sylvie, would recognize Aurelia as being 
the same fails and seems to put an end to any chance for a possible identity. 
Sylvie’s burst of laughter implies that Aurelia cannot be the same person. 
With this failure, will the narrative then open up into what is called the 
recognition of the other and of the real? Far from that because the very 
death of the model will keep the narrative within the framework of the 
specular of the same and the other, within the framework of a difference 
of the same. 


Becoming Another 

Thus leaving this theater where he appeared every evening, Nerval does 
not get back to reality. On the contrary, he joins a circle of friends from 
whom he also departs, but first by way of a reading room. Mechanically 
leafing through a paper, he discovers that on that very day the Fete du 
Bouquet provincial was taking place in Senlis. This bit of news awakens in 
him the memory of a childhood scene: the performance of a provincial 
festival which is but the repetition “from age to age of a Druid festival 
that had survived the new monarchies and novel religions” (53). This final 
memory leads to the memory of Adrienne which makes him realize that 
he loved a mm in the form of an actress. “But let us get back to reality,” 
as Nerval says. And thus he asks: “Why have I for three years forgotten 
Sylvie, whom I loved so much? . . . She is waiting for me. Who would 
marry Sylvie? She is so poor!” (55-56). Parenthesizing his love for Aurelia, 
who is but the derived original of an earlier image and who is part of a 
series of substitutions, Nerval turns toward the other one he had forgotten 
and who probably must have remained the same. Not being the original 
in a chain of substitutions, Sylvie is to be unique and should not have 
changed. Yet, if she remained the same, she remained identical with her¬ 
self. Thus, at the outset this presumed identity equally opens onto the 
logic of substitutions so that the question will not only concern whether 
she has been able to stay the same, but also whether she was ever identical 
to herself. Adrienne and the actress are a pair, but they are principally the 
same, while Sylvie who is unique constitutes a pair when she differs from 
herself. Does this mean Sylvie is an other? Nerval wonders: “What is she 
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doing at this moment? Is she asleep? ... No, she is not asleep; today is the 
festival of the bow, the only celebration of the year when you dance all 
night. She’s there ... What time is it? I had no watch” (56). Musing about 
Sylvie has stopped time. She has become a nocturnal figure during a festi¬ 
val that could well be the same festival where he met Adrienne. Now, the 
attribute nocturnal is typical of the latter. But Sylvie’s identity becomes 
problematic especially with “A Voyage to Cythera” where Nerval contin¬ 
ues his narrative of memories about Sylvie. “Some years had gone by. The 
time when I had met Adrienne in front of the chateau was already only a 
memory from childhood. I was at Loisy again, at the time of the annual 
festival” (57). Skipping several years, Nerval comes to another festival that, 
if not the same as the other, closely resembles it. It is this resemblance 
which will lead to a progressive transformation of the different into the 
same. 

The festival culminates in a meal given on a shady island in the middle 
of a pond. The island contains an oval-shaped temple built at the end 
of the eighteenth century, originally dedicated to Urania. This modern 
renovated ruin was to serve as the banqueting hall, as such conceived in 
the image of a painting, for “perhaps the crossing of the lake had been 
devised in order to recall Watteau’s Voyage a Cythere.” It is this resem¬ 
blance which begins the blurring between the same and the other, between 
Sylvie and Adrienne. 

Let me first recall that, in the coach that takes him to Loisy, Nerval, on 
Flanders road, remembers “a path lined with apple trees whose blossoms 
[he has] often seen burst in the night like stars of the earth” (57). These 
stars of earth correspond, in fact, to those that, occurring in the dream cut 
from chapter 5, designated Sylvie. The celestial star was Adrienne. These 
two stars can be superimposed on the two Venuses, the Venus Urania and 
the Venus Pandemos, which, as Poulet has shown, structure this narra¬ 
tive. 22 If there is a connection between Sylvie, the star of the earth, and 
Aphrodite Pandemos, what is she doing in a temple dedicated to Urania, 
to the celestial star, to Adrienne, and in addition placed in the atmosphere 
of a painting perhaps conceived from Poliphilos ’ Dream by Francesco Co- 
lonna and evoking the voyage to the Orient? Why would she be in this 
temple if not to be transformed into the other, and to be marked with 
celestial attributes? 

All the boats reached land. The flower basket, ceremoniously carried, occu¬ 
pied the center of the table and everybody sat down, the most favored men 

next to the girls . . . That was why I found myself next to Sylvie ... A 
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surprise had been arranged by those who had organized the festival. At the 
end of the meal we saw a wild swan which had been held captive under the 
flowers until then fly up from the depths of the huge basket. With its strong 
wings it lifted up a tangle of garlands and crowns of flowers, finally dispers¬ 
ing them on all sides. While the bird flew joyfully into the last gleams of 
the sun, we caught the flower-crowns at random and each man instantly 
decorated the brow of the girl beside him. I was lucky enough to get one 
of the finest and, smiling, Sylvie this time allowed me to kiss her more 
tenderly than before. I understood that I had erased the memory of another 
occasion. (59) 

Captive under the flowers of the earth up to that point, Sylvie, in this 
temple consecrated to the celestial Venus, like the swan, bounds off toward 
the last gleams of the setting sun. The crown on Sylvie’s head achieves 
her renaissance as a celestial star. Thus transformed into the other, into 
Adrienne, she evidently appears completely different to Nerval: 

My admiration for her at this moment was undivided, she had become so 
beautiful! She was no longer the little village girl I had scorned for someone 
older and more schooled in the graces of society. Everything about her had 
improved . . . her smile had something Athenian about it as it suddenly 
illumined her irregular and placid features. I admired this countenance, 
worthy of antique art in the midst of the irregular baby-faces of her com¬ 
panions. Her delicately tapering hands, her arms which had grown whiter 
as they rounded, her lithe figure, all made her quite another creature from 
the girl I had seen before. I could not resist telling her how different from 
herself I found her. (59) 

Crowned as Adrienne had been before, reborn after having been forgotten 
with celestial features, the star of the earth, different from herself, starts 
to resemble the celestial star. Transformed into an ancient ideal, and thus 
belonging, like Adrienne, to ancient families, the indescribable Athenian 
qualities that characterized her brings Sylvie even closer to that urban 
ideal that Aurelia represents; it completes the process that separated her 
socially from her companions. Thus, in order to be reborn from forgetful¬ 
ness, Sylvie will have to die one more time in order to become another, 
different from herself. Different from herself she is the same, the same as 
the other. 


Good and Bad Madness 

But Sylvie is not only not herself, she differs as well from herself in that 
she is no longer the same. Nerval escapes this dreamlike world that had 



Gerard de Nerval’s Sylvie 


IOI 


thrust him into the world of memories representing this ancient mystery 
play at the Abbey of Chaalis. Upon reaching Loisy “on unfrequented 
roads,” he again finds Sylvie at the ball, Sylvie whom he had not seen for 
years. Driving her back at the dawn of a gloomy day, he learns that she 
has changed, that she is no longer the same person. That, evidently, 
abruptly halts all repetition. Sylvie asks Nerval: “Do you remember the 
day we put on my aunt’s wedding clothes? . . . The illustrations in the 
book [La Nouvelle Heloi'se; R. G.] also showed lovers in old prints of yester¬ 
year, so that for me you were Saint-Preux, and I saw myself in Julie. Ah! 
Why didn’t you come back to me then?” (69). The image that Sylvie once 
had of herself as well as of her little Parisian no longer coincides with the 
present. In reproaching Sylvie for not realizing she is an ancient nymph, 
Nerval thus recognizes that she is no longer the same as his memory had 
retained her. If and only if she had resembled this other would she have 
remained the same. Now, the thing that kept Sylvie from coinciding with 
that other was precisely the “empty image” of this “fatal spectre” which 
misled Nerval. One side of the double image hinders the other from coin¬ 
ciding with itself. One part of this image always contaminates the process 
of identity with the other. 

Here is perhaps the moment to discuss what Poulet (and others) 
have understood to be the “essential identity” of these two images, of 
the double imageP Nerval, in the last chapter of Sylvie, announces: 
“Ermenonville! . . . You have lost your love stars which shone for me 
with a double light. Now blue, now rose-colored like the deceptive star of 
Aldebaran, it was Adrienne or Sylvie—two halves of a single love. One was 
the sublime ideal, the other the sweet reality” (83). One would of course 
be tempted to apply Freud’s development concerning the love life of men 
to this double image of one love. 24 But how could this simulacrum of an¬ 
tiquity—this place of doubling and repetition which for Nerval is the Va¬ 
lois (“land where the ancient Idylls still flower—translated once again 
from Gessner!”)—have remained under the sign of one star’s resistance to 
splitting? 

Or rather, how could this double image, in this place of repetition, ever 
have been one ? All the more so since this double image is not symmetrical? 
One image, that of Adrienne, always prevails over the other. One image 
of this double image is in fact eccentric with respect to the structure of 
doubling representative of the two halves of the same love. The image of 
Adrienne, as I have argued, is at the origin of the difference, and conse¬ 
quently of the double image itself. It is this image which sets off the entire 
play on the same and the other, on identity and its loss. In other words, 
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the scenic mechanism tied only to Adrienne’s name is in excess with rela¬ 
tionship to the specular totality of the same and the other, which it engen¬ 
ders and which at the same time makes it impossible. 

To return to Nerval’s attempts to get Sylvie to accept the image he has 
of her: “‘Save me!’ I concluded, ‘I am coming back to you for ever.’ She 
looked at me tenderly ... At that moment our conversation was inter¬ 
rupted by violent shouts of laughter” (70). If this attempt fails (and notice 
that Nerval will not have the same chance again), it is because of the vio¬ 
lent laughter of Sylvie’s brother (is it the Sylvain of chapter 13, that is, 
Sylvie’s other?). It is he who brings the gallant to the ball, the latter being 
none other, the reader learns later, than Nerval’s foster brother, his dou¬ 
ble—the other. The other (but which other, then?) interrupts, through 
the violence of a laugh, any assimilation of Sylvie to her own image, which 
is that of the other. Just as Sylvie will interrupt through her outburst of 
laughter any possible identity between Adrienne and Aurelia, between the 
other and herself, this outburst closes all repetition, all return. This 
has multiple consequences. For them, let me read chapter n entitled 
“Return.” 

The preceding chapter, “Big Curly,” had already insisted on the fact 
that Sylvie was no longer the same. Her room has changed, she has be¬ 
come a glove maker, and so on. The chapter “Return” continues this 
problematic by showing that Sylvie no longer reads Rousseau (she reads 
Walter Scott now), and does not read anymore the landscape as a function 
of the past and of her childhood. Thus, the landscape is no longer the 
same. Upon reaching the ruins of Chaalis, Nerval leads Sylvie into the 
room of the chateau where he had heard Adrienne sing: “ ‘Oh, do let me 
hear you!’ I said to her, ‘Let your dear voice echo beneath these roofs and 
drive away the spirit that torments me, whether it be from heaven or from 
hell!’ She repeated the words and the song after me ‘It’s very sad,’ she 
said” (76). Without echo, this repetition reveals that the return to the 
place of the fantasm is but the very impossibility of return. In fact, the 
ruins, as memory traces of the landscape, have stopped signifying, and 
Nerval meets only empty signs, ruins of signs, or what I have called the 
ruin of allegory. The crisis in question dates at least from the visit to the 
uncle’s house atMontagny. It begins with the chapter entitled “Ermenon- 
ville.” “Everything seemed to be in the same state as of old; only, I had to 
go to the farmer’s house to get the key of the front door” (70). Once he 
has finished the visit to the house, a house whose interior now only points 
to a past without power over the present, Nerval feels the need “to see 
Sylvie again, the only living and still youthful face that linked me to the 
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district” (71). Sylvie, however, since she is no longer the same, is not able 
to give a supplemental meaning to these ruins of the past. 

This impossibility of giving the past meaning, of making it signify, will 
set off a crisis of recognition. 25 The crisis becomes unavoidable with the 
erasure of nature’s signs: “For a moment I was nearly lost, for the sign¬ 
posts marking the different roads in various places had lost their lettering” 
(71). In broad daylight, this once familiar countryside becomes unrecog¬ 
nizable. Returning, because of the disappearance of the marks and charac¬ 
ters of writing, to this former unsocial nature, Nerval runs the risk of 
losing himself in this landscape. What is upsetting here is that the loss of 
the possibility of repeating an identical trace leads not only to the ruin 
of any possible meaning, but even to the ruin of any possible recognition. 

Finally, leaving the “Desert” to my left, I arrived at the dancing-ring . . . 
All the memories of philosophical antiquity, revived by the former owner 
of the estate, crowded back on me at the sight of this picturesque realization 
of Anarcharsis and Emile. 

When I saw the water of the lake glittering . . . I. . . recognized . . . the 
“Temple of Philosophy” which its originator had not been fortunate 
enough to finish . . . This unfinished building is already no more than a 
ruin, with ivy gracefully festooning it, and the brambles invading its broken 
steps. As a child I had seen there those festivals at which girls dressed in 
white came to receive prizes for study and good conduct. . . Fortunately 
the privet of Virgil still flourishes, as if to support the master’s words in¬ 
scribed above the door: Rerum cognoscere causas! . . . Here are the island 
poplars and the tomb of Rousseau, empty of his ashes. Oh wise man! You 
gave us the milk of the strong and we were too weak to profit from it. We 
have forgotten your lessons, which our fathers knew, and we have lost the 
meaning of your words, the last echo of the ancient wisdom. But do not let 
us despair and, as you did in your last moment, let us turn our eyes to the 
sun. (71-72) 

Before showing that this glance at the sun, instead of insuring truth, 
unleashes madness, I would first note that these ruins of ruins once (alle¬ 
gorically) signified wisdom. But now, all that they signify is the ruin of 
philosophy, ruined thought and the loss of thought. Of course, this loss is 
that of its allegorical signification, but also that of all thought. This is what 
Nerval perceives, what he painfully undergoes. He realizes that the erasure 
of difference coincides with the collapse of the same, and not with its 
return. The interruption of the repetition of the same brought about 
through the disappearance of differential marks causes the mnemonic 
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landscape, of allegorical signification, to return to “a savage unsocial 
state,” indeed, even to indifference, to an undifferentiated state. Thus, a 
tomb without ashes is left, just as the convent of Saint-S ... no longer 
contained the living Adrienne: an empty sign. However, the collapse of 
distinctions, and consequendy a collapse of the same, of recognition and 
of consciousness, is madness. 

Madness in this particular text is in fact reliant on this apparently abys¬ 
sal play between the same and the other, the abortion of which the reader 
has been able to witness. This play, what seems to be the very condition 
of all identity, and consequently all consciousness as recognition, causes 
an emptying of the sign, a halt of return and repetition, the contrary of all 
thought. But the play between the same and the other, its almost abyssal 
specularity, is already madness. Nerval writes: “To love a nun in the form 
of an actress! . . . but what if they were one and the same!—It was enough 
to drive you mad! That fascination is fatal in which the unknown leads 
you on like a will-o-the-wisp hovering over the reeds in still water . . .” 
(55). In this way the identical image reflected by all women, the image that 
allows for the identification of the same from the different and that under¬ 
lies all cognizance of the other as recognition (of the same), already brings 
on madness. It brings it on all the more so because this cognizance of 
the other through the same always turns into its specular contrary: the 
appearance of nonidentity, absence of recognition and cognition. Thus, 
the double image , and all its possible implications as “essential identity,” 
turn into a total absence of identity. In fact, the celestial star and the star 
of the earth (even idealized) gradually turn into a water star. In the chapter 
“The Ball of Loisy,” where the reader learns that Sylvie is no longer the 
same, Nerval writes: “I offered to take her home. It was now broad day¬ 
light but the sky was overcast. The Theve murmured on our left, leaving 
pools of still water at each winding in its course, and here white and yellow 
water lilies bloomed and the frail embroidery of the water flowers spread 
out like daisies” (68). 

Sparkling like a will-o-the-wisp on still water, the water star has af¬ 
fected Nerval, even if it hasn’t yet fatally intoxicated him: “The fields were 
covered with stooks and hayricks whose odor went to my head without 
inebriation, as had at other times the fresh scent of the woods and thorn 
thickets” (69). But the pull of the water flowers can no longer be doubted 
with the chapter “Ermenonville,” where the unhinging of the faculty of 
thought through the disappearance of identical signs occurs. 

I saw the chateau again, the peaceful waters surrounding it, the waterfall 

murmuring among the rocks, and that raised walk connecting the two parts 
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of the village marked with four dove-coats at its corners, and the lawn that 
stretches out beyond like a savannah overlooked by shady slopes; Gabri- 
elle’s tower is reflected from afar in the waters of an artificial lake starry with 
ephemeral flowers; the water foams, the insects hum . . . You must shun the 
treacherous air it exhales and gain the dusty rocks of the “Desert” and then 
the moors where the purple broom relieves the green of the ferns. (72-73) 

The abolition of Gabrielle’s tower, its reflection and fall into the calm 
waters of the lake, convert the celestial star (to which Nerval’s soul as¬ 
pired) into an ephemeral water star which, like a will-o-the-wisp, runs 
along the surface of the water to lead the solitary stroller astray. 26 Just as 
in the following chapter where, later visiting the now remodeled room 
that belonged to Sylvie, Nerval is “anxious to leave the room, for it con¬ 
tained nothing of the past” (73), he tries to escape from the treacherous 
air, from the will-o-the-wisp [feu fillet], and from madness \folie\. 

In “Last Leaves” Nerval notes down that “the ponds, dug at such great 
expense, are expanses of stagnant water disdained by the swan” (84). This 
remark follows the evocation of sadness with the memory of the “fugitive 
traces of a time when the natural was affected” (83). Madness is thus not 
only the erasure of writing but also the mutation of the swan [ cygne] into 
an empty sign [signe], into roving signs—just like the will-o-the-wisp upon 
the stagnant water of a countryside where Adrienne has died in her con¬ 
vent, where Rousseau’s tomb has been emptied of its ashes, and where 
Sylvie is missing from her rightful place because she is no longer the same. 
“How solitary it all is and how sad! Sylvie’s enchanting gaze, her wild 
running, her happy cries, once gave such charm to the places I have just 
been through” (73). 

Sylvie, the daughter of fire file du feu], once a lively young girl \fille 
fi/lette], is henceforth a will-o-the-wisp [feu fillet]. The madness folk] here 
is double. On the one hand, there is the madness of the origin, the good 
madness, the good wildness, and on the other, there is the loss of the 
origin, the will-o-the-wisp, savagery, the violence of an undifferentiated 
nature. There is the good madness of full signs and mastered difference of 
the same, and empty vagabond signs that subvert repetition. Don’t these 
empty and hollow signs represent the finalization of the idealizing move¬ 
ment that characterizes good madness? And doesn’t the privilege of repeti¬ 
tion without difference fall on them? The empty signs that appear in Sylvie 
as a result of the loss of the only star that sparkled with a double shine, 
like the deceitful star of Aldebaran, are in fact the condition of possibility 
of good madness, of the madness of identity. Only an empty sign is a 
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discontinuous unity capable of being repeated identically. Sylvie, conse¬ 
quently, can be read as a tale about the cyclical logic whereby the sign 
becoming arbitrary is the condition of possibility of symbolic and allegori¬ 
cal signification; or also as a tale about the erasure of natural writing as 
artificial writing, and the natural violence of the established sign. But that 
should not be of concern here. Of utmost importance, however, is the 
perfect symmetry and specular relationship between the logic of the same 
and its collapse. 

Of course, I have not exhausted all the reflective determinations—such 
a determination is theoretically possible, the specularity being infinite, and 
not abyssal—neither of the relationships between the same and the other, 
nor of the madness of plenitude and of that of absence, and thus I cannot 
postulate rigorously the specularity of the text of Sylvie. Remember, how¬ 
ever, that this tale is constructed formally so that its chapters echo each 
other, sometimes like a circle. 27 Thematically, on the other hand, one has 
simply to recall the reflection of the tower of Gabrielle in the lake, the 
magic mirror on the stage, the double shining of the star, and so on, but 
especially the calculated circularity of “A Voyage to Cythera.” Perhaps 
imagined to echo Watteau’s painting, the crossing of the lake, through its 
reflection in the water, again doubles the model. “This graceful theoria, a 
revival from the days of antiquity, was reflected in the calm waters of the 
pool separating it from the banks of the island” (58). This infinite specu¬ 
larity, this ensemble of reflective determinations—that is what I have 
called the madness of the text. “Last Leaves” does not escape from this 
madness. Instead of interrupting the reflective logic of the preceding thir¬ 
teen chapters, it reflects exactly as the last leaf the pages facing it. But what 
is this last chapter about? Nerval describes the loss of illusions, the teach¬ 
ings of experience and sad homecomings. But this chapter also reports the 
activity of writing, and represents the place where the text reflects its own 
production. The “Last Leaves” begin this way: “Such are the delusions 
which charm and beguile us in the morning of life. I have tried to set them 
down without too much order, but many hearts will understand mine” 
(83). For this double madness, for the loss of natural writing through the 
erasure of identical marks, Nerval here substitutes the signs of a writing 
that will be capable of mastery—reflective, controlling writing that will 
also master itself adds to and completes the mirror-like structure of the 
text. In other words, the madness of writing comes to complete the mad¬ 
ness of the text. It is its truth. “Illusions fall, like the husks of a fruit, one 
after another, and what is left is experience. It has a bitter taste, but there 
is something tonic in its sharpness” (83). 
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The Madness of the Text 

Such is this text’s unity. It is a specular totality that is held together by the 
whole of its reflective determinations. Such a textual totality, where the 
reflection is continually brought to a higher power and multiplies in an 
infinite series of mirrors (to quote from fragment 116 of the Athenaeum 
Fragments ), is the product of a chemical mixture of genres and styles, of 
the passage from literature to Literature, to literality, to the textual, and 
so on. 28 If one must trace the history of the mixture of genres back to the 
Greek Cynics and to the Roman satura, I would suggest nonetheless an¬ 
other origin here, the mixture of prose and of tragedy in the Scriptures, 29 
Religious history, and consequendy secular history, clearly impeded the 
formation of literary genres from its inception. In fact, everything in the 
Scriptures that can still be separated into genres first belongs to a global 
order. 30 In accordance with the Auerbachian interpretation, the radical 
mixing of styles and of genres (Auerbach calls it the “levels of style”) that 
nineteenth-century realism brought about is not only the completion and 
fulfillment of romanticism, but even more the fulfillment of the figural 
representation of the Middle Ages, where the mixture of genres and styles 
had already culminated in a tragic realism. Although Auerbach uses in 
Mimesis and in his article “Figura” the notion of figura solely for analyzing 
the representation of reality in late antiquity and during the Middle Ages, 
his analysis of realism in the nineteenth century does not in the least nar¬ 
row the scope of figural interpretation. On the contrary, it increases its 
effectiveness to a maximum. One would simply have to compare the two 
types of analysis to prove it. It is true for Auerbach that figural interpreta¬ 
tion is the characteristic mark of aging cultures. Thus its distinguishing 
feature is something extremely old through which these cultures return to 
their origin. 31 I would emphasize, however, the following point, the most 
important for our problematic: the difference between figura and both 
symbol and allegory. The figura is a function of both a representation 
and a vertical and religious construction of the world [religios vertikalen 
Aufbaus ] , 32 It differs from the symbol and from allegory because these ani¬ 
mate a purely spiritual, ahistorical interpretation. 33 The figura, on the con¬ 
trary, is always necessarily historical in the following way: 

Figural prophecy implies the interpretation of one worldly event through 
another; the first signifies the second, the second fulfills the first. Both re¬ 
main historical events; yet both, looked at in this way, have something pro¬ 
visional and incomplete about them; they point to one another and both 
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point to something in the future, something still to come, which will be the 
actual, real, and definitive event. This is true not only of Old Testament 
prefiguration, which points forward to the incarnation and the proclama¬ 
tion of the gospel, but also of these latter events, for they too are not the 
ultimate fulfillment, but themselves a promise of the end of time and the 
true kingdom of God. 34 

But what is this coming event on which the fullness of meaning of those 
intra-historical events depends? Auerbach defines it in the following pas¬ 
sage with relation to the figura: 

Thus the figures are not only tentative; they are also the tentative form of 
something eternal and timeless; they point not only to the concrete future, 
but also to something that always has been and always will be; they point 
to something which is in need of interpretation, which will indeed be ful¬ 
filled in the concrete future, but which is at all times present, fulfilled in 
God’s providence, which knows no difference of time. This eternal thing is 
already figured in them and thus they are both tentative fragmentary real¬ 
ity, and veiled eternal reality. 35 

The following question thus is of concern here: how does the figura 
provide unity for the mixture of genres and styles? Without touching on 
the delicate problem of its relationship to the Hegelian Gestalt as the living 
incarnation of the concept in a history, the figura confers unity to the 
mixture of genres in being their transgression toward that which founds 
them beyond their separation. What founds them as their common es¬ 
sence is a figure for which th e. figura provides the representation until the 
immutable and always already prefigured Eternal is accomplished at the 
end of history. Without being the unity to come, but based upon it, and 
replacing it, the unity that the figura confers on the mixture of genres 
and styles thus necessarily remains disproportionate to itself. Now, the 
romanticism of Jena had already conceived chemical mixing (which No- 
valis has affirmed destroyed all figures) as producing the religious. 36 It is 
true that it was to be the result of the mixing of philosophy and poetry. 
But for the romantics, for Schelling in particular, the exemplary historical 
figure of such a mixture is, as for Auerbach, the Divine Comedy of Dante. 
The difference between Auerbach’s figural interpretation and the religious 
synthesis of the romantic menstrum universale , however, is a function of 
the double notion of religion that characterized romanticism itself. On the 
one hand, there is the religion of Friedrich Schlegel and Schelling, and on 
the other the Christianity of Novalis. Now, this double conception of the 
religious, its two romantic sides, is also found in Nerval. 
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In fact, the specular reflection constitutive of Sylvie’s unity, a specularity 
that the romantics aimed for through the mixing of genres, is related to 
the religious such as Schelling and Friedrich Schlegel intended it, that is, 
to art thought of as the absolute representation of truth. And, as Lacoue- 
Labarthe and Nancy have shown, it is “the becoming-artist of the work or 
absolute self-production itself,” the question of the subject of the work as 
Subject of the work, of the work-subject, that speculative metaphysics aims 
for on the level of art and of form, rather than on the level of the concept 
as in Hegel. 37 This question of the work-subject is, in fact, the religious 
question. (The madness of writing in Sylvie, seen autobiographically, must 
then be viewed in the perspective of the creation of such a self-reflexive 
and self-engendering work. 38 The Nervalian practice of self-plagiarism 
must also be understood in this sense.) 39 The specular unity of Sylvie, an 
apparently faultless unity, sustaining itself, seems then to exclude any 
question of figurality. But is it really so, for doesn’t it also go hand in 
hand precisely with what has been named the “syncretism” of Nerval? 
“Nerval,” writes Jean Richer, is he “who refuses to choose, who wants to 
reconcile contraries: mysticism and sensualism, paganism and Christian¬ 
ity.” 40 This syncretism is very close to the other side of romanticism’s 
religious concept. Although what has been called the theomaniacal delir¬ 
ium of Nerval and which, as the texts show {Aurelia in particular), is rather 
a spiritual alchemy or an aspiration to become pure spirit through the 
reconciliation or reintegration (to use Martines de Pasqualy’s term) of all 
religions, this religious syncretism is not without relation to the specular 
unity produced from genre mixing. The mixing of religions is theoretically 
tied to the mixing of genres. That is what fragment 327 of the Athenaeum 
proves: “It’s very natural and even unavoidable to want to unite all the 
different types of religion in oneself. But in attempting to do so, the same 
thing happens as when one tries to mix the different genres of poetry.” 41 

Now this reconciliation of religions within Nerval’s syncretism, a mix¬ 
ture parallel to the mixture of genres and of styles, if it doesn’t necessarily 
represent a return to Christian faith as Richer seems to suggest, it is none¬ 
theless brought about under the auspices of Christianity, despite all 
avowed paganism. 42 Thus the mixture in question will not escape from 
figural unity. Only the figura can allow for some sort of mixture of reli¬ 
gions. Doesn’t Nerval write in Diorama-. “Indicating the ruins of a world 
being born is a poetic idea”? 43 Nerval’s use of figural representation, of 
the figura, is thus allegorical, but allegorical in the sense that it ruins that 
which it promises. In this interpretation, the figural unity would coincide 
with the specular unity, and thus with the totality that the madness of the 
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text confers upon it. But doesn’t he also use it in the sense that Auerbach 
intends it, that is, a unity imposed upon the mixture from the outside, as 
it were? Nerval’s religious experience is not only of the order of the mad¬ 
ness of the text; since it coincides with a spiritual madness, it is also the 
madness of religion. This is certainly more obvious for Aurelia (especially 
the ending) than for Sylvie. But if such is the case, the figure that conveys 
unity on the religious delirium can, as figura, be founded only on the 
promise of a unity yet to come and not yet realized. The real unity still 
remains lacking. 

How then does one deal with these two, or even three, religions: the 
madness of the text, the madness of religion, and the madness of religion ; 
or again, the question of the relationship between the specular, religious, 
and figural unity? In formulating the two problems that were to guide my 
reading of Sylvie, I first raised the question of the particular form or figure 
that the mixture of genres and styles in Nerval takes. The unity of Sylvie, 
which relies on the madness of the text as well as on the madness of religion 
and which takes the form of a specular and religious unity, is not indepen¬ 
dent, it seems to me, of the figural unity and the religious madness on 
which this latter is based. That would mean that the specular unity would 
be wanting, would hold to a unity always incomplete with relation to itself. 
It would be wanting, and would also hold to an experience as particular as 
the madness of religion. To say it again in another way: an experience and 
a particular figure must come to the aid of a specular and religious unity 
of the text that against all appearance is found lacking. 

That brings me to reformulate the second question I raised in reference 
to Sylvie, namely, the question about the scenic or stage work in this rela¬ 
tionship of the text with itself? First, it should be noted that for romanti¬ 
cism, the menstrum universale, the producer of the religious, is clearly 
poetry. This role of mediator (and sublation) that poetry assumes is not 
free of problems. It is not, as Paul de Man suggests in “The Rhetoric of 
Temporality,” that poetry under the figure of secular allegory or even that 
of irony would impede the becoming-subject-of-the-work. 44 On the con¬ 
trary, as the case of Sylvie has clearly shown, instead of subverting the 
work’s organic totality, allegory’s (or irony’s) negative function contri¬ 
butes to this end essentially in that this organic quality relies on an infinite 
specularity, that is unendlich and not endlos. If the reflexive totality encoun¬ 
ters mishaps, if the mixture of genres, and consequently of religions, cre¬ 
ates problems, the reason is due rather to what Antonio, in Dialogue on 
Poetry, calls diction, namely, the “center of all the letter”; in other words, 
it is due to what, concerning the specific mode of composition of a genre, 
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is of the order of writing. 45 Romanticism, as has been seen in Nerval’s 
Sylvie, masters writing by inscribing it into the reflexive weaving of its text. 
Thus, it is not a question of the writing I mentioned earlier: the madness of 
writing. That which, on the other hand, will not allow itself to be inscribed 
without remainder in the play of mirrors of the specular and religious text, 
that which always remains as supplementary with relation to that textual 
totality, and that which always overflows into what it cannot take into 
account is precisely that very thing that organizes the multiple self-rela¬ 
tionships of the text. What is always in excess in the mixture of genres and 
of styles regarding the self-engendering and autonomy of the work is the 
theatrical. In fact, the specular mirage can only take place under the direc¬ 
tion of writing. But simultaneously, this same scenic-work never stops dis¬ 
appropriating the infinite self-mirroring of the text. Just as the theatrical 
space, Nerval’s purgatory, already upsets the symmetrical and specular 
play of the same and of the other, so also the theatrical space opened 
up by writing is the always excessive discontinuous space upon which the 
representation of a continuous universe becomes possible. But, as such, 
this space fatally interrupts any direct relationship between spaces and 
times. Nerval writes: “Today there is no direct road to Ermenonville. 
Sometimes I go there by way of Creil and Senlis, sometimes by Dammar- 
tin” (84). 

To conclude, I recall Nerval’s remarks during the visit to the home of 
the uncle who had passed away. He notices “two Flemish paintings said 
to be the work of an ancient painter, an ancestor of ours.” But that is not 
all: “On the table was a stuffed dog which I had known alive as the old 
friend of my wanderings through the woods, the last King Charles [carlin] 
perhaps,because it belonged to that lost breed . . . ‘Let’s go and see the 
parrot,’ I said . . . The parrot asked for food as it had done in its happiest 
days . . .” (71-72). Thus, at the beginning, a painter, a tableaux-maker, a 
scene maker, perhaps even a thaumaturgist. But also a race of actors, the 
carlin named from the Italian actor Carlo Bertinazzi. What is left is the 
foolish, senseless, and sterile repetition of a word stretching towards 
the past—all within the mise-en-scene of the text. 

Translated by Robert Vollrath 
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In a letter dated October 17, 1846, Flaubert advised Louise Colet against 
reading criticism: “I would just like to know,” he wrote, “what poets 
throughout history have had in common, as far as their work is concerned, 
with those who analyzed it.” Naming Aristotle, Boileau, and A. W. 
Schlegel to prove his contention that there is an unbridgeable gap between 
the act of criticism and creative force, Flaubert added: “And when the 
translation of Hegel is finished, Lord knows where we will end up!” 1 Flau¬ 
bert wrote these lines thirteen years before the appearance of the first 
French translation of a Hegelian work, by the Italian, Augusto Vera. Vera’s 
translations of Hegel, as well as his Introduction d la Philosophic de Hegel 
(1855), were indeed to have an effect not unlike that predicted by Flaubert, 
providing the epithet “Hegelian” to the critic who wished to characterize 
the work of writers who, like Mallarme and Villiers de l’lsle-Adam, had 
become acquainted with the thinking of the German philosopher when 
his philosophy briefly came into vogue as a result of Vera’s translations. 
Such a characterization implied a decisive affinity between the work of 
these writers and this German thinker. “Hegelianism,” thereby granted 
an epistemological status in scholarship devoted to Mallarme and Villiers, 
persists in the criticism as unquestioned, firmly “established” evidence. 
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This essay, solely concerned with Villiers, reexamines the evidence in 
support of Villiers’s Hegelianism and reevaluate its importance as a means 
of understanding the author’s work. Indeed, although Villiers may for 
some time have considered himself a disciple of Hegel, the critic’s (all too 
common) fetishization of that proper name turns it into a magic tool for 
decoding that may well miss the specificity of Villiers’s literary enterprise. 
Failing to determine whether or not Villiers’s references to Hegel are ac¬ 
curate, the critic runs the risk of being fooled by Villiers’s self-styled Heg¬ 
elian expertise. In short, the price paid for assuming that an epithet such 
as “Hegelian” characterizes our author’s work may be nothing less than 
the application of Villiers’s own caricature of Hegel’s philosophy to a work 
that is not Hegelian at all. 

A careful analysis of one of Villiers’s novels in particular will allow us 
to suggest that if influences are to be established at all, they are due less to 
Hegel than to writers and thinkers whom Hegel, on more than one occa¬ 
sion, severely criticized. Instead of the German idealist Hegel, it is with 
the romantics E. T. A. Hoffmann and Achim von Arnim, Schopenhauer, 
and Wagner, and, in a more intricate manner, Novalis and Friedrich 
Schlegel that Villiers seems to debate. Before making any final decision 
on this point, however, let me first try to define what Villiers’s alleged 
Hegelianism consists of. 

According to Max Daireaux, Villiers was introduced to Hegelian phi¬ 
losophy around 1859 by his cousin Hyacinthe du Pontavice de Heussey. 2 
His Hegelianism is said to have lasted until 1870, when Villiers wrote to 
Mallarme from Tribschen where he had visited the Wagners: “I have 
dropped (J’ai p/ante Id) Hegel.” 3 As Alan William Raitt suggests, du Pon¬ 
tavice communicated, at best, a most rudimentary and extremely simpli¬ 
fied version of Hegel’s doctrine to Villiers. 4 From Daireaux’s study one 
can gather that it was basically the idea of “eternal Becoming” that Villiers 
made his own. 5 To acquire supplementary information about the German 
philosopher, Villiers seems subsequently to have turned to Vera. Raitt re¬ 
marks that “it is questionable whether he [Villiers] knew anything other 
of Hegel than Vera’s introductions. Vera, a Dr. Litt. professor at the Sor- 
bonne, later in Naples, was at that time the best-known authority on He¬ 
gelian philosophy in France. He had published numerous works on Hegel, 
of which Villiers was most familiar with the Introduction a la Philosophic de 
Hegel, published in 1855. 6 Apart from the fact that the works translated by 
Vera were not among Hegel’s most important, one should recall that as a 
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translator and disciple of Hegelian philosophy, Vera was more of an en¬ 
thusiast than a competent interpreter. 7 Given these facts, it is no surprise 
to find that a sentence Villiers attributed to Hegel—“Was it not Hegel 
who said: ‘One must understand the Unintelligible as such ’?”—is in fact a 
citation from Fichte, to be found in Madame de S tael's De I’Allemagne. 8 
Even without questioning the legitimacy of using the term Hegelian to 
describe a certain number of motifs in Villiers’s work, all this would al¬ 
ready be sufficient to cast suspicion on any sort of Villierian Hegelianism. 
One must, consequently, totally agree with Raitt when he claims that “Vil¬ 
liers’s Hegelianism had, in truth, only very little to do with the doctrine 
of the German philosopher.” 9 Yet if Villiers’s Hegelian expertise consisted 
in nothing but a highly idiosyncratic and subjective interpretation of a 
philosophical view that he knew only indirectly, and, moreover, in a de¬ 
formed manner, why then persist, as does Raitt, in using the designation 
“Hegelianism” as an interpretative grid for this writer’s work? Would it 
not be more appropriate to disconnect the critical operation from Vil¬ 
liers’s misleading self-interpretation and try to account for this writer’s 
work in terms of what the fallacious designation of “Hegelianism” con¬ 
ceals: a post-idealist—despite all of Villiers’s so-called idealism—debate 
with German romanticism? As this essay will stress, it is the historical and 
theoretical debate with early romanticism in a nonspeculative, that is, non- 
Hegelian manner, that assigns to Villiers’s writing a most decisive position 
in the evolution of late nineteenth-century French literature. 

Still, it remains necessary to outline in greater detail what the critics 
refer to as Villiers’s Hegelianism. Raitt contends that, whereas all other 
symbolists were apparently strongly influenced by Schopenhauer, “Vil¬ 
liers’s Hegelianism seems to have outlasted all other philosophical influ¬ 
ences.” 10 According to this critic, and contrary to what he has stated 
elsewhere in his book, “Villiers had read enough Hegel to put on airs of 
erudition.” Raitt goes so far as to state that Villiers, at the beginning of 
his career, had “faithfully reproduced the Hegelian doctrines.” 11 As an 
example of this fidelity Raitt claims that the story “Claire Lenoir” pro¬ 
vides a complete summary of Hegel’s philosophy. While admitting on the 
one hand that Villiers knew little of the German thinker’s philosophy, 
that his so-called Hegelianism amounted to “a rather off-hand version of 
Hegelian philosophy,” 12 he states on the other hand that until 1869 Vil¬ 
liers was a “convinced Hegelian,” 13 that in “Claire Lenoir” he “followed 
Hegel step by step,” 14 and “that he had based major works on the princi¬ 
ples of Hegel’s philosophy.” 15 Since it is not the purpose of this essay to 
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investigate this paradoxical critical economy, I simply examine those mo¬ 
tifs and themes in Villiers’s work that are said to reproduce Hegelian 
doctrines. 

According to Raitt’s view, the philosophical digressions and the Hegeli¬ 
anism of the philosophical novel Isis, of which only one volume entitled 
Tullia Fabriana appeared in 1862, remain “purely decorative,” notwith¬ 
standing Villiers’s recent conversion to Hegel’s philosophy. “This, how¬ 
ever, is no longer the case in 1867 with ‘Claire Lenoir,’ where Villiers 
expresses himself firmly and knowingly on Hegel’s philosophy,” adds 
Raitt. 16 True, the name of Hegel is referred to more than once in this 
tale, the first version of which contained a chapter entitled “A Sentimental 
Hegelian.” But what are these “abstruse speculations borrowed from old 
Hegel,” as Huysmans already called them in Against Nature ? 17 What is it 
in both the 1867 and the 1887 versions—despite the latter’s revisions, 
which bear witness only to Villiers’s changing sympathies—that is being 
characterized as Hegelian? If one manages to fight one’s way through the 
jumble of philosophical concepts and images with which Lenoir, in the 
final version, gives his summary of Hegelian philosophy, one quickly real¬ 
izes that none of these concepts nor their organization are specifically 
Hegelian. In fact, they could all be borrowed from any of the German 
philosophers that Villiers is thought to have read. More important is Len¬ 
oir’s predominant use of certain metaphors, and of certain expressive and 
colorful images to describe his philosophical position, clearly linking that 
position to the romantic tradition, rather than to the philosophical tradi¬ 
tion of German idealism that Hegel represents. Here is the conclusion of 
Lenoir’s summary of what he believes to be Hegel’s doctrine: 

I conclude that the Spirit makes the beginning and the end of the Universe. 
In the tree’s germ, in the plant’s seed, one can’t say that the tree and the 
plant are contained in miniature: consequently, they must be contained ide¬ 
ally in it. The future plant and tree, virtual in their germs, are obscurely 
thought there. By the mediatory idea of exteriority, which is as it were the 
web on which is woven the eternal future becoming of the Cosmos, the Idea 
negates itself, so as to prove to itself its being under the form of Nature , 
and I can reconstruct the fact by employing the Hegelian dialectic. The 
idea grows only in finding itself in its own negation. Is not the movement 
contained in the growth of trees and in the blades of grass the same as that 
which makes scintillate the suns that project their rings across the skies and 
produce in this manner other suns? As the fruits fallen from the tree or the 
flowers of the blades of grass produce other plants and other trees, as the 
wind carries across prairies and valleys the vegetal pollen, so the centrifugal 
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rapidity disperses the astral pollen in the abysses: this is in the world’s ger¬ 
mination, that Hegel—as you know—regarded as “a plant that grows.” 18 

However confused one finds this passage, in which one could easily point 
out a number of thoughts and images proper to nascent romanticism, it is 
not entirely without logic. Even as “a mad [enrage] Hegelian,” as he is called 
in the tale by the character Tribulat Bonhommet, Lenoir succeeds in articu¬ 
lating the idea of thought or spirit’s priority over matter. 19 Whereas matter 
is said to be the negative form of the intelligible—a reality that at once is 
and is not—or, in short, becoming, the idea is established as the highest 
form of reality. With some good will, one may recognize in this conception, 
as well as in the use of the terms negativity , mediation, and exteriority a vague 
reference to Hegel’s philosophy. But this affiliation is brought to a quick 
stop as soon as one delves a bit more carefully into the proposed idealist 
position. Indeed, Villiers’s idealism conceives of the priority of thought or 
spirit in the realistic terms of an “almost ponderable reality of the Idea.” 20 
This occultist, or “illusionist” position, as the critics have come to call it, 
has nothing Hegelian about it. Villiers’s illusionism presupposes the subjec¬ 
tive and objective reality of the products of thought or imagination. This 
illusionism entertains an intimate relation to Villiers’s occultism and is the 
informing principle of what Villiers, as well as his critics, believed to be his 
Hegelianism. Raitt has pointed out that “occultism enters Villiers’s thinking 
almost at the same time as Hegelianism.” 21 In consequence, it makes sense 
to assume, as Raitt does, that the author has borrowed at least as much 
from Eliphas Levi’s Dogme et Ritnel de la Haute Magie as he has from Vera’s 
Introduction. But precisely for this reason it is historically and theoretically 
misleading to speak of Villiers’s Hegelianism. More accurately, Villiers’s 
position is one of illusionism, an idiosyncratic melange of romantic idealism 
and spiritism in which Hegel has no part. “Claire Lenoir,” in fact, is a 
perfect example of such a mixture: what is Hegelian in this tale, properly 
speaking, is absolutely negligible compared to its predominantly illusionist 
conception. The same is true of the short story “Vera” in Contes Cruels, 
which Pierre-Georges Castex contends “was first conceived under the sign 
of Hegel,” 22 probably because, as Deborah Conygham remarks, it may be 
an homage to Hegel’s Lrench translator. Yet instead of “illustrating very 
well Villiers’s Hegelian and illusionist ideas,” as she maintains, this tale il¬ 
lustrates the author’s illusionist world of ideas alone. 23 Not a trace of Hegel 
is to be found in “Vera.” 

Barbey d’Aurevilly rightly pointed out that Villiers had little in com¬ 
mon with the Parnassiens; he possessed, rather, “du romantique des 
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premiers temps.” 24 Compared to the importance of romanticism for Vil¬ 
liers, his indebtedness to Hegel is minimal. Considering the state of Hegel 
studies during the 1850s and 1860s in France, it is, of course, not impossi¬ 
ble that some romantic ideas reached Villiers in the disguise of a romanti¬ 
cized interpretation of Hegel’s work, in which “Vera” undoubtedly had its 
share. Yet the purpose of the present study is not simply to replace one 
epithet by another. Once the importance of romantic motifs in Villiers’s 
work is accepted, its task will be to determine the elements and practices of 
rupture with romantic thought that characterize it and that make Villiers’s 
writing part of the symbolist movement—a movement that must not only 
be viewed as a continuation and possible fulfillment of romanticism, but 
also, at its best, as a deviation from it. As should become evident in what 
follows, this deviation is far from Hegelian. 

Although L’Eve Future contains three explicit references to Hegel, ac¬ 
cording to Raitt this work is not to be considered Hegelian. 25 Why then 
choose this novel, rather than “Vera” or “Claire Lenoir,” to make my 
point? Raitt’s motive for contesting any link between L Eve Future and the 
philosophy of Hegel is simply that this novel was written between 1877 
and 1879—in other words after Villiers’s renunciation of Hegel. But what 
has become manifest as the true core of Villiers’s alleged Hegelianism, the 
illusionist mixture of romanticism and occultism, is as much present in 
LEve Future as in the novels and tales of Villiers’s Hegelian period prop¬ 
erly speaking. Conygham has convincingly shown in her excellent study 
that “Vera,” “Claire Lenoir,” and LEve Future stage the same illusionist 
problematic. LEve Future, then, is as little and as much Hegelian, in 
Raitt’s sense of that designation, as any other work by Villiers. 


The Critical Purge 

The plot of LEve Future is not difficult to summarize: In order to resolve 
Lord Ewald’s deadly dilemma, which consists in his loving one Alicia 
Clary for her resemblance to the Venus Victrix of the Louvre while at the 
same time being repelled by her irremediable intellectual mediocrity, 
Thomas Alva Edison creates an android in the image of the living model 
his friend is unable to love. LEve Future tells the story of the construction 
of the female replicant and of Lord Ewald’s discovery that the android 
Hadaly is more real than the original. Hadaly and Lord Ewald depart on 
the Wonderful for the young aristocrat’s mansion in England when a storm 
wrecks the ocean liner, and sends the android to the bottom of the sea. 
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It is less easy, however, to assess “the eternal meaning” of this “purely 
metaphysical work,” as Daireaux formulates it. 26 His treatment of LFve 
Future is an excellent example of the methodology of traditional literary 
hermeneutics and criticism. Since “a work of art does not suffer the slight¬ 
est imperfection,” and since “this book LFve Future is not free of it,” 
Daireaux finds it necessary to purge it of all its defects. Only then, he 
contends, can one hope to find its “eternal meaning.” Here is how Daire¬ 
aux goes about this “eidetic” reduction: 

Let us neglect in LFve Future the whole falsely scientific apparatus by 
which Villiers encumbers this novel. . . . Let us forget the first chapters 
where, through an inconceivable error, he attributes dubious jokes to Edi¬ 
son, and makes him talk like a fool. . . . Let us reject all this slag, and we 
will face the most curious, the profoundest philosophical novel perhaps, 
certainly the most intelligent one of the nineteenth century. 

Having in this manner stripped LFve Future of its entire historical, 
linguistic and textual dimension, of its worthless slag, Daireaux finally con¬ 
templates the naked work of art. Not surprisingly, it amounts to very little, 
to almost nothing at all. Yet, this remainder of the critically purified work 
must be still further reduced, for “if one wants to understand its eternal 
meaning, one must simplify it in its general lines.” 27 A single page, then, 
will be sufficient to describe its meaning: it is a story about the inevitability 
of illusion in total love. 

Even if one sets aside the question of the importance of Daireaux’s 
exclusions for a true understanding of this novel, it must still be asked 
whether the operation of idealization by which the critic reduces the text 
to its eternal meaning is ultimately feasible. Has it not occurred to the 
critic that LFve Future's major theme is the process of idealization? 
Should this not have cautioned him in the first place that the application 
of his method of reduction to that text was inappropriate? What if L’Eve 
Future’s staging of idealization so complicates the understanding of that 
process that it can no longer serve as an unequivocal hermeneutical tool 
for the analysis of meaning in general, not to speak of the novel in which 
this debate about the possibility of idealization takes place? 

Although my analysis of LFve Future will not neglect and reject the 
entire linguistic dimension of this work, and although it will avoid any 
idealizing impoverishment, it does not pretend to be a more complete, a 
more totalizing analysis. My reading of LFve Future will not merely ex¬ 
change one totalization for another, or simplicity for complexity, nor will 
it claim to account for everything a critic such as Daireaux has rejected. On 
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the contrary, my analysis will try to demonstrate that because of structural 
factors in a novel such as L’Eve Future, totalizations and idealizations, 
through either impoverishment or enrichment, necessarily fail—not be¬ 
cause of some semantic ambiguity, unfathomable depth, or impenetrable 
mystery that would surround the novel and its characters but precisely 
because of a structural undecidability on the level of its narrative. Far from 
indicating weaknesses in L’Eve Future as a work of art, its narrational un¬ 
decidability makes it a work of art. As I will argue, this undecidability 
stems from the fact that the different explications of the nature of the 
android, that is, of the ideal, are not dominated by any one version that 
would represent the truth of the matter. Nor do all these different narra¬ 
tive strands dissolve into one another in order to give rise to one synthetic 
and decisive interpretation. My reading will be concerned with establish¬ 
ing the minimal structure that would account for such a diversity of possi¬ 
ble, yet ultimately not legitimitizable interpretations. Not unlike the 
android that Villiers characterizes as a “machine of visions,” L’Eve Future 
itself will appear as a machine of readings, of interpretative totalizations. 
It contains a number of “novels” in the same way that the android is said 
to contain a number of women. These “novels” are those of the critics 
and coincide with their idealizing interpretations of L’Eve Future. Rooted 
in one or several of the text’s narrative possibilities, these interpretations 
are all accurate to the extent that they explore thematic possibilities inher¬ 
ent in the text. Yet they cannot ultimately be justified since the narrational 
undecidability of L ’Eve Future makes all these interpretations plausible and 
simultaneously invalidates them as fixed determinations of its meaning. 
The reading I propose here will be an attempt to elaborate the nonunitary 
textual structure that organizes the novel’s possibilities and limits its inter¬ 
pretative solutions. 


Originary Reduplication 

I begin, then, by restoring Edison’s dubious jokes, which Daireaux and, 
following him, an entire generation of Villiers scholars found necessary to 
eliminate from L’Eve Future in order to secure its eternal meaning. 

As a master of reduplication and reproduction—double himself, dou¬ 
bling other doubles: the effigies of the artist (Gustave Dore) and the scien¬ 
tist (Archimedes)—Edison reunites opposite attributes. His double self 
comprises those of a dreamer and a joker. As a dreamer, or a “wakening 
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sleeper” (52), 28 Edison reduplicates, that is, idealizes, the real: the “ice- 
cold mirror \glace\ of his thought” (15) turns everything into reflected im¬ 
ages. As a joker, however, Edison is a witty synthesizer of the idealities 
engendered in dreaming. Like the romantic genius, he possesses the cre¬ 
ative and artistic gift of Witz (wit). Witz or ingenium consists of the percep¬ 
tion of similarities between heterogeneous things. In stressing the unity of 
what is dissimilar, the Witz is a creative faculty that leads to the discovery 
of new things. In his jokes by which Edison links together hitherto seem¬ 
ingly exclusive things and thoughts, he appears to exercise that godlike gift 
of synthesis and creation. The laughter reverberating throughout the 
vaults of his underground laboratory is a clear sign of the unheard of in¬ 
ventions that come into life there. These flashes of wit, each one more 
striking than the last, relating what had until then seemed unrelated, are 
evidence of Edison’s filiation with the romantic type par excellence, the 
genius. Only against the background of a systematic relation between ge¬ 
nius and wit can Edison’s jokes be fully appreciated. 

But what are those inconceivable aberrations Edison is accused of in¬ 
dulging in? They all concern the dream of a total reproduction or redupli¬ 
cation of the universe from its inception on. Although Edison initially 
yields to the desire to authenticate everything that has been said through¬ 
out the history of the world and to recuperate all past events without loss, 
his ideal soon seems to find its natural limits in the form of the unre- 
cordable 11 fiat lux'.” (Let there be light!)—which precedes creation and 
the means of reproduction. Meditating the imperfections of contemporary 
instruments of recording, Edison acknowledges a second, apparently unre- 
solvable difficulty that concerns the reduplication of the “creative Within” 
[FEn dedans createur] that originally inhabited all utterances or sounds. 
This meaningful interiority is, indeed, dependent on the presence of its 
auditor. It is impossible, concludes Edison, to reproduce what “is only in 
relation to the being who reflects it,’’'’ and the reality of which depends entirely 
on its listener or beholder (26). Because of a third and apparently devastat¬ 
ing problem, total reproduction seems to be ultimately impossible: in a 
clear allusion to the romantic idea of a universal medium of reflection as 
developed by Friedrich Schlegel and Novalis, Edison claims that the traces 
left by anything that happens in the universe are subject to a final efface- 
ment. Despite the inscription of everything that occurs in the universe 
“through the eternal interstellar refraction of all things,” or through “the 
interstellar continuous reverberation of all that occurs” (44), “as traces 
that can be fixed like writing” (39), this ideal duplicate or reflection of 
the universe does not last. “Yes,” complains Edison, “everything becomes 
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effaced, in fact!” (46). Consequently, the idea of a lasting and therefore 
total reduplication seems futile. 

The reader soon learns, however, that Edison has discovered an amaz¬ 
ing and absolute improvement in reproductive means. When the inventor 
grumbles that in order to satisfy his fellow men “he would have to come 
up with an instrument that repeats even before one has begun to speak” 
(19), the reader is given a first hint as to the nature of that absolute im¬ 
provement. Considering the shortcomings of total reproduction as they 
have been outlined in the previous pages, Edison’s improvement must be 
such that it allows for a repetition prior to the original to be repeated; and 
indeed, Edison suggests that he may have discovered the possibility of 
repetition without a model or, in short, the possibility of originary and 
original repetition. 

But the reader is also told that Edison’s absolute improvement resolves 
the apparent irreproducibility of the “creative Within.” Elis invention is 
not restricted to the reduplication of, for example, a physical sound but 
reduplicates the auditor’s animating projection of that sound as well. Edi¬ 
son’s improvement involves both the recording of the sound and its ideal¬ 
izing, meaning-giving reflection by a hearer. As will be seen, this 
achievement is made possible by securing the repeatability not only of the 
object of repetition, but also of the entire configuration of relations by 
which the object is reflected or animated. Edison’s invention consists of 
applying reduplication to a situation whose minimal structure includes a 
relation of idealizing reflection. 

But what about the third difficulty mentioned—the effacement of the 
traces? For many reasons, one could be led to think that the android, who 
eventually replaces the real woman that Lord Ewald cannot love, is the 
latter’s indestructable trace. The android is said to be immortal; although 
she herself is “indifferent to death, and therefore deals death easily” (166), 
death does not inhabit her. Because she is not subject to any inner corro¬ 
sion, death can come to her only from the outside. Elence Edison must 
ask his friend to destroy her in the hour of his own death. She “will die by 
a clap of thunder before having become old,” says her inventor (120). 
Despite her immortality, the android, consequently, is doomed to total 
destruction. Paradoxically, her immunity to decay seems eventually to lead 
to her complete erasure. One can already surmise that the possibility of 
her full destruction is constitutive of her immortality as a trace. As a result, 
the perfect reproducibility of an original by a trace is made possible by the 
trace’s fundamental exposure to eventual destruction. 
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Although the lasting reflection of what is may be threatened by the 
death of traces, Edison seems to have overcome this danger by inscribing 
the ultimate extinction of traces within reflection. This, however, is not 
yet the final solution to the problem. 

First of all, it must be asked why the effacement of a trace would jeopar¬ 
dize the possibility of a total universal reflection. Reflection is classically 
understood as the specular reproduction of an original in the form of a 
trace, and is dependent on the priority of such an original. The interrup¬ 
tion of reflection by the death of the trace, however, instead of leaving the 
presence of the original intact, seems to threaten it. It would seem that the 
original disappears with the reflecting trace. In Villiers, indeed, contrary 
to the classical conception, it is only through its reflection that something 
is endowed with presence and being. After one of those jokes, which the 
critics find difficult to swallow, in which Edison claims that one single 
photograph of God would suffice to convert all atheists, Villiers notes: 

The great electrician, by speaking in this manner, secretly made fun of the 
vague, and to him even indifferent idea of the reflex and living spirituality 
of God. But, in him who reflects it, the living idea of God appears only to 
the extent that the beholder’s faith can evoke it. God, like any other 
thought, is in Man only according to the individual. (47-48) 

God’s existence is thus entirely dependent on his reflection by the indi¬ 
vidual. And, consequently, if a trace can be effaced, that which it redupli¬ 
cates is also exposed to erasure. Yet if this is so, the classical idea of the 
original needs reexamination. 

It is commonly admitted that all processes of exchange require a fixed 
standard that functions as a “general equivalent” in relation to the objects 
in circulation. This transcendent standard, which centralizes the exchange 
but itself does not partake in it, was once compared by Marx to a reflecting 
mirror in which the objects in circulation come to mutually reflect one 
another. For our purposes, it is important to remark that the general 
equivalent withdrawn from circulation must yield, as Marx has also shown, 
to the “positive form of the superfluous.” 29 Like the gold standard, it is 
always a surplus element, an element in excess, endowed with esthetic 
qualities, with those of luxury, lustre, and so on, that regulates its substi¬ 
tutes or reflecting doubles. At first, it would seem that Villiers also makes 
the process of doubling hinge on the existence of such a standard or origi¬ 
nal that, as a transcendent cause of reflection, would itself remain exterior 
to it. Indeed, Villiers points on several occasions to the idea of a standard 
at the origin of the doubling process. After having compared Edison to 
Gustave Dore, he writes: 
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Congeneric aptitudes, different applications. Mysterious twins. At what 
age did they resemble one another perfectly? Perhaps never. Their two 
photographs . . . blended by a stereoscope awaken the intellectual impres¬ 
sion that certain effigies of superior races are fully realized only in a coin¬ 
age of figures [sous une monnaie de figures] that are disseminated through 
humanity. (12) 

The artist and the scientist would thus be doubles, reciprocally dou¬ 
bling duplications of a standard type, of what Kant called an esthetic “nor¬ 
mal idea” that itself would remain outside the circuit of exchange over 
which it presides. 30 Villiers here seems to view the doubles only within the 
perspective of their unifying type, of which they are a twofold and, hence, 
Assuring reproduction. 

In the same way, Evelyn Habal, the actress responsible for the death of 
one of Edison’s friends, comes to represent the exemplary, ideal, supreme 
type of wickedness of which all other women of her kind are only a dou¬ 
bling reflection. And, finally, Villiers seems to assume a time standard, “an 
hour of gold” minted by all the following hours, but in itself unique and 
unrepeatable (263). 

Lord Ewald’s tragedy is rooted in what he conceives to be a similar 
impossibility of repeating what was only once. Indeed, having fallen in 
love with Alicia Clary as the only woman to whom he was fated to be 
drawn and having realized that she does not correspond to his ideal, Lord 
Ewald sees suicide as the only solution. In his family, he confesses, the first 
love is almost always the last and only one. “According to my nature I can 
love only once,” he adds (97-98). In discussing his unhappy affair with 
Edison, Lord Ewald assesses the unintelligibility of his love story to any 
one else. This unintelligibility stems, it would seem, from the alleged im¬ 
possibility of reduplicating the “once and unique time.” 

The prior and exterior existence of a standard of repetition, doubling, 
and reflection, where repetition comes to a halt since it operates solely on 
the level of the substitutions for that existence, is, however, radically put 
into question by L’Eve Future. In fact, as I will argue, the possibility of 
creating a perfect replicant depends on the ultimate absence of an un¬ 
broached and unbreached standard. Apart from the fact that the supreme 
type is already plural—at least double, since Villiers distinguishes the ef¬ 
figies of the supreme races from the supreme standard type of wickedness 
represented by Evelyn Habal—one must wonder whether the double re¬ 
duplication in which the minted figures of the original type are realized 
will not in turn affect the status of the original, the one and unique type. 
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The judicial question concerning the possibility of iterative substitutes of 
an original standard, a possibility that must divide the one in advance so 
that there can be two, finds a first answer when the reader learns that the 
type of the supreme races is already an effigy, a form, a figure, a representa¬ 
tion. From the start, the standard is double, a reproduction, a substitute, 
and thus is not shielded from repetition. As the reader knows, the original 
of which the android will be the perfect reproduction, Miss Alicia Clary, 
is the afterimage of the Venus Victrix. A double itself, the standard is irre¬ 
vocably caught in a process of substitution and exchange. 

Because Lord Ewald thinks the ideal is only once, unrepeatable, and 
without parallel, he finds it unintelligible. But in telling his story to Edi¬ 
son, Lord Ewald already demonstrates the repeatability of what he 
thought to be only once. From the insight that the ideal, the standard, the 
original, the unique and the once are what they are only insofar as they 
are repeatable, Edison merely needs to perfect the techniques of redupli¬ 
cation. Thus, to Lord Ewald, he immediately retorts, “Unintelligible?—Is 
it not Hegel who has said: ‘One must understand the Unintelligible as 
such?’” (55). The understanding of the unintelligible, of what as the 
unique seems to escape repetition, is achieved by its doubling in thought 
as the unintelligible as such. It is this as such which, as the double of the 
unintelligible “once” and “unique,” secures the latter’s identity. Edison 
makes this point in a slightly different context by referring once again to 
a saying attributed to Hegel: “It amounts to the same thing to say some¬ 
thing only once and to repeat it all the time” (174). 

Thus, the third and apparently devastating obstacle to total reproduc¬ 
tion—the possibility that traces be effaced—is resolved, by demonstrating 
that the loss of the standard or original is a positive condition for perfect 
reduplication. Whereas the assumption of a nonsubstitutional original 
turns the erasure of the trace into a threat to total reflection (of that origi¬ 
nal), the negative possibility of such effacement becomes a positive condi¬ 
tion for reflexivity in general as soon as the standard or model is 
recognized as already caught within repetition. The eventual erasure of 
the trace leads, then, to the flawless reproduction of its model. But this 
final effacement of the trace also accounts for the possibility of the illusion 
of originarity that it may confer. On more than one occasion, Edison 
warns Lord Ewald that the android will seem more real than the original. 

As the faultless reduplication of Alicia Clary’s exterior, Hadaly will eter¬ 
nalize the latter’s most perfect shape. However, this lasting reflection must 
endure a total destruction at the moment of Lord Ewald’s death. Instead 
of symbolizing the wrath of God as most critics maintain, the shipwreck 
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that closes the novel consequently represents, in a dramatic mode, the very 
condition of perfect reproduction. The sea’s final annihilation of all the 
traces of the (reduplicating) trace that is Hadaly is the seal on its flawless 
repetition of the original, and on the ultimate meaninglessness of a model 
that it was able to evoke so perfectly. 

Such a notion of the trace, hence, seems to support the romantic idea 
of a medium of reflection, of what Villiers calls “the eternal interstellar 
reflection of all things.” It seems to warrant the possibility of infinite re¬ 
flection and the boundless circulation of the traces or doubles. This motif 
is most clearly developed in the image of the ring [ anneau] in L’Eve Future. 
The rings worn by Edison and the medium Sowana, as well as by Hadaly, 
are said to be saturated by a “living fluid” that allows for immediate com¬ 
munication, for ideal transmission between the characters. These rings, 
which are compared to those of “the genius of the Ring in the Thousand 
and One Nights’’’ (22), or to the ring of Gyges mentioned by Plato in the 
Republic , are only the expression of the essentially ring-like nature of the 
fluid that circulates through them. Edison asks: “What is this indisputable 
fluid that, like Gyges’ legendary ring confers ubiquity, invisibility, and in¬ 
tellectual transfiguration?” (411). In it, the characters’ identities become 
dissolved, and thus capable of infinite translation into one another. Edi¬ 
son’s ring-like fluid is indeed nothing else than the romantic notion of a 
dissolving infinity, in which the loss of identity and individual form per¬ 
mits unrestricted reflection. 

In short, then, by overcoming the three fundamental obstacles to total 
reflection, Edison’s perfection of the instruments of reproduction, repre¬ 
sents the discovery of a repetition prior to any original. Such an originary 
repetition is most vividly evoked in Book vi, where the reader encounters 
for the first time the original object of Lord Ewald’s desire, Alicia Clary. 
Indeed, Alicia Clary is preceded by her reflection, which Edison and Lord 
Ewald behold even before they see her in person: 

“Here is Miss Alicia Clary,” said the engineer .. . 

“There, in the mirror!” he said in a low voice, pointing out to Lord 
Ewald a vast reflection similar to still water in moonlight. . . 

“It’s a very special mirror,” said the electrician. “And it should hardly 
be surprising that this beautiful person appears to me in her reflection, 
since I am going to take it from her.” (327) 

Alicia Clary follows her reflection, and the first time of her entrance is 
preceded by a preview of her shadow. The unique moment of the first 
time, of the once, follows a “first time” before the first time. This avant- 
premiere fois, Alicia Clary’s reflection, the double of her sublime shape, is 
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the repeatable par excellence. Without the ideality of its minimal and in¬ 
finitely iterable unity, no original could ever present itself in its own 
identity. 


A Machine of Visions 

The creation of a replicant of the living Miss Clary, of a life-like dummy 
lacking only the model’s mediocre mind, is Edison’s radical cure for Lord 
Ewald’s heartache. The android’s name is Eladaly, which is, according to 
Villiers, the Iranian word for ideal. The oriental sound of her name insinu¬ 
ates a new and ideal beginning. As the Orient of the ideal, Hadaly is to be 
distinguished from Evelyn Habal, whose artificiality is also oriental. “Oh! 
The Orient! It is from it that this light has reached us,” complains Edison, 
commenting on Habal’s feigned beauty. Hence the Orient, the light, the 
origin, and the artificial are all double. While Habal represents the dan¬ 
gerous art of illusion, Hadaly is the good beginning, good artificiality. 
Hadaly’s creation, then, is a second genesis that will try to avoid the blun¬ 
ders of the first. Undoubtedly, Lord Ewald’s broken heart and Edison’s 
remedy for it are grounded in a desire for absolute harmony between body 
and soul, inside and outside, male and female. Yet the female companion 
promised to man by the “great x of First causes” is only a simulacrum; an 
empty form without the creator’s imprint (276-77). She is either a mixture 
of ideality and mediocrity, as is Alicia Clary, or a mixture of wickedness 
and spurious artificiality, as is Evelyn Habal. Although Edison claims 
nothing more than to have fixed the mirage of the hoped-for unity, purity, 
and homogeneity between the female companion’s body and soul, this 
second genesis is rightfully older than the first. To demonstrate this, it is 
necessary to ask: what is the android? 

The future Eve who is supposed to fulfill the secret desire of the human 
species, the desire for unity of inside and outside, is the result of what 
Edison terms an “artificial procreation” (196). “Hadaly, insofar as her ex¬ 
terior is concerned, is only the consequence of the intellectual Hadaly who 
preceded her in my mind,” muses Edison (197). Born from the semen 
of Edison’s reflection, the android’s realized exterior is the image of her 
intellectual idea. Intellectually, that is, artificially engendered as an exteri¬ 
orization of Edison’s reflections, the living ideal continues to be reflexively 
structured. Reflexive is to be understood here in all its senses, in particular 
as returning what is projected upon it, and as directed and turned back 
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upon itself. As I have argued, the doubleness of the Orient implies a du¬ 
plicity of light. The supreme artificiality that Hadaly represents is born of 
Edison’s reflections upon the duplicity that, from the beginning, breaches 
God’s creation. Thus, Hadaly might well be nothing other than the struc¬ 
ture of the originary duplicity of light, namely the very possibility of re¬ 
flection, which as a possibility is by right older than the fiat lux, the 
structure of duplicity and reflection that originarily precedes the opposi¬ 
tions of light and darkness, of ideality and wickedness, of a good and a bad 
Orient or beginning, and that came into being with the creation of the 
world. 

Although Hadaly is meticulously described as a machine throughout 
the novel, the android’s essence should not be construed as mechanical. 
Rather, what remains to be shown is the manner in which the mechanics 
of her construction obey the ideal determinations of her essence as a struc¬ 
ture of duplicity and reflection. 

Before her incarnation, Hadaly is not a living being. She is not a person, 
but rather an “impersonality” (385). “This walking, speaking, answering 
and obeying piece of metal does not clothe any person in the ordinary sense 
of the word . . . Miss Hadaly, as far as her exterior is concerned, is still a 
magnetico-electric entity,” remarks her inventor. She is a cloth that covers 
nothing—a metallic sheath that is not yet a body and does not yet contain 
an inside. At this point, Hadaly is merely an inside margin for a possible 
body and an outside border for a possible soul. She is, in fact, a pure 
ring at the limit of inside and outside. As a magnetic ring, moreover, she 
resembles the muse in Plato’s Ion, a force that not only attracts but one 
that also communicates itself. Like the muse in this dialogue, Hadaly, “the 
radiant and inspired one”—Edison’s nymph Egery (174)—attracts others 
and communicates her enthusiasm to them. As such a ring endowed with 
magnetic force, Hadaly is nothing but “a Being in Limbo, a possibility” 
(118). An intermediary being, suspended between nothingness and being, 
between emptiness and plenitude, she is “the skeleton of a shadow waiting 
for the shadow to be” (123). She functions, then, as the skeleton of a 
shadow, as the possibility only of a double, of a doubling repetition. 

But as a sheer ring-like border, as a limb between a possible body and 
soul, as well as a potentiality suspended between being and nothingness, 
Hadaly is also what Villiers calls a “powerful phantom, a mysterious mixed 
presence ” (122). Philosophically speaking, Hadaly is a veritable scandal. In 
effect, what Villiers asks his readers to think is nothing less than the het¬ 
erogeneous unity of being and nothingness rejected by Plato as a unity of 
what is and is not. According to the Republic, that which floats between 
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being and nothingness, simultaneously participating in the two orders, is 
unworthy of philosophical consideration. Characterized by equivocity and 
essentially unstable, these things, which one cannot firmly conceive to be 
or not to be or to be both or neither, are the objects of opinion ( doxa ), the 
intermediary faculty betwixt and between knowing and ignorance. Since 
opining consists in grasping appearances alone rather than what is or is 
not, the mixed presences of Villiers belong to that order. In addition, Vil- 
liers asks his readers to think Hadaly as a material possibility, as a possibil¬ 
ity that has taken the form of the metal sheath of the android’s mechanism. 
Hadaly acts as a materialized possibility of reduplication, as the exterior¬ 
ized idea of such a possibility, yet despite that exteriorization not more 
than a mere possibility—combining being and nonbeing in a strange fash¬ 
ion prior to the actualization, strictly speaking, of that potentiality. 

Even before her incarnation—her exile in a bodily appearance—Hadaly 
is already an idea exiled in the “almost supernatural atmosphere in which 
the fiction of her entity is realized.” “A sort of walkyrie of science,” she is 
already a messenger restrained by the very magnetico-electric sheath that 
constitutes her (150). From the outset, as the possibility of a doubling 
reflection, Hadaly combines not with what is the idea itself, but with its 
material substructure or substratum. I will explain in more detail how this 
mixture is formed. 

A being of sorts, Hadaly is neither being nor nonbeing. Describing the 
entity’s being, Edison turns upside down the clear-cut Platonic distinction, 
as well as the condemnation of the mixture of being and nothingness: 

O! The most powerful thinkers have always asked themselves about the 
idea of Being in itself. In his prodigious antinomic process, Hegel has dem¬ 
onstrated that in the pure Idea of Being, the difference between it and pure 
Nothingness is mere opinion. I promise you that Hadaly will clearly resolve 
the question of her being all by herself. (168) 

Despite the undeniable reference to Hegel’s dialectic of being and 
nothingness, that is, to the idea of becoming [Werden] which is said to 
have fascinated Villiers, the real emphasis here lies on what has been called 
“mixed presences.” If the idea of becoming figures in this passage at all, it 
is precisely as an intermediary state of being and nonbeing compared to 
which the certainty of nothingness and being in separation is simply illu¬ 
sory. In stressing that nothingness participates in being, Villiers under¬ 
scores a determination of nothingness that has very little in common with 
Hegel’s logical concept. Note, first of all, that nothingness is not simply 
nothing: “Take it that I assess mere nothings—Nothingness—at their 
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proper value,” says Edison (148). In the same way that the accumulation 
of mere nothings, of mere trifles, sometimes produces irresistible, positive 
combinations—“Think of what trifles [1 riens\ even love depends on!” (300- 
301)—Nothingness is an essential ingredient in the creation of the world. 
Edison admits: “I am one of those who can never forget the quantity of 
Nothingness that was required for the creation of the universe” (412). Yet 
it is the following passage that determines the true importance of nonbe¬ 
ing for Villiers: 

Nothingness! but it is such a useful thing that God himself did not disdain 
to draw the world from it. . . Without Nothingness, declares God, implic¬ 
itly, it would have been almost impossible to create the Becoming of 
things . . . Nothingness is negative Matter, sine qua non , occasional . . . 
(148-49) 

For Villiers, who undoubtedly refers here to Malebranche’s occasional¬ 
ism, nothingness is a requisite circumstance ( causa occasional is) without 
which any true causa efficiens could not take effect. Although Malebranche 
restricted occasional causes to the realm of creation, Villiers makes the 
first cause depend on them as well. As a result, nothingness or negative 
matter becomes the negative, the pattern, the passive matrix, the chora, for 
an active efficient cause of creation that draws from it its forms and matter. 
As a mixed presence, combining being and nonbeing, Hadaly’s metal 
sheath is the existing container, a receptacle for nothingness that, like a 
negative, contains the forms and the matter of what is yet to be. The 
nothingness, then, that enters into the composition of the android is not 
to be mistaken for sheer emptiness, for a mere void. 31 On the contrary, it 
is infinitely rich in possibilities. Here again, Hadaly appears to be not only 
the material possibility of a reduplicating repetition but, more generally, 
the realized possibility of creation. Her name spells ideal because she is the 
minimal structural support of repetition, idealization, identity, and so on, 
without which no creation whatsoever could be envisaged. 

The question that now arises is that of the mode of composition of the 
heterogeneous elements that enter Hadaly: being and nonbeing. How is 
the reader to think Hadaly as a mere border between both? I will first 
analyze Hadaly’s appearance. Before her incarnation she appears as only 
the materialized possibility of a redoubling incarnation. She shows herself 
for the first time as a figure against the background “of a torrent of undu¬ 
lating waves of black moire, falling splendidly from jade hangers onto the 
white marble ground, the large folds of which are fastened to gold phalae- 
nae puncturing here and there the depths of the tissue” (113). Just as her 
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head is veiled in black, her feminine silver armor, indicating “svelte and 
virginal forms,” is partly hidden by a veil and a batiste scarf that covers 
her sides; between the folds of her belt, however, the flash of an un¬ 
sheathed, oblique weapon is visible (114). From the very beginning, the 
kind of being Hadaly represents seems to be linked to folds and veils rather 
than to a bodily presence. All her clothing seems to supplement the ab¬ 
sence of a body. 

Hadaly is first beheld as an array of folds veiling an absent fold, of folds 
torn by a weapon protecting the still virginal surface of her armor in want 
of a fold. 

It remains to be seen that these folds are folds of light, making Hadaly 
truly a vision. In chapter 8, Book v of L’Eve Future, Hadaly explains the 
meaning of a curious instrument, which Lord Ewald notices on top of the 
fireplace. It is another of Edison’s inventions; a thermometric device that 
serves to “measure the warmth of starlight,” in particular that of stars 
which are already dead. Hadaly explains that the beams emitted from such 
stars survive their death, and that even without a source “they continue 
their irrevocable motion through space. For that reason the beams of some 
of these burnt-out sources have reached us. And thus a man contemplating 
the heavens often admires suns that no longer exist, but which he nonethe¬ 
less perceives, thanks to this phantom beam in the Illusion of the Uni¬ 
verse” (304). An unpublished fragment of L’Eve Future reveals that 
“nothing in the vibration of thoughts or of beings comes to a halt or a 
stop: everything has a right to its infinite prolongation” (435-36). The 
ghostly beams that continue on their route, independent of their source’s 
death, assure the interstellar refraction Villiers refers to. They put one star 
in relation to another. But since a beam’s source may already be extin¬ 
guished before it reaches its goal, and since “some are so distant that their 
light will not reach the Earth before it too has died out and disappeared 
without ever having been known by that desolate beam” (305), the inter¬ 
stellar reverberation is not only constantly retarded but is also an illusory 
play of light. Its free-floating beams in a universe of dying suns are in 
search of a surface of reflection, a point at which they transform them¬ 
selves into the illusion of the existence of a dead source of light. Neverthe¬ 
less, Hadaly confesses a special liking for these dead beams: 

Often, during beautiful nights when the park of this residence is deserted, 

I provide myself with this marvelous instrument; I go up, out onto the 
grass, I go and sit on the bench in the Alley of oaks, and there, I enjoy 
myself, all alone, weighing the beams of dead stars. (305) 
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If Hadaly likes to weigh “the almost null, almost imaginary warmth of 
a beam from such stars” (305), it is because she and these beams that lack a 
living source are intimately related. Like them, she is suspended between 
a dead model, of which she seems to be the mourning revenant, and the 
living illusion of the past and present life of that original. “I still exist so 
little that even a moment of astonishment effaces my being, and veils it. .. . 
My life depends on even less than that of the living,” she confesses at one 
point to Lord Ewald (385). Like those almost imaginary beams that face 
eventual extinction and are in search of a reflecting surface that will recon¬ 
stitute them into burning stars, achieving in this manner the interstellar 
reflection, Hadaly is the hovering possibility of a relation between a dead 
or imaginary original and its living actualization in the idealizing reflective 
gaze of a beholder. In the same way that the dead star beams are made up 
of the possibility of being folded back upon themselves, Hadaly is no more 
than a fold of light wanting the reflecting gaze that would constitute it 
into a vision. Edison explains to Lord Ewald: “You see . . . Hadaly is 
first of all a sovereign machine of visions, almost a creature—a dazzling 
similitude” (167-68). 

As such a machine, Hadaly, by folding herself upon herself, returns the 
gaze of the beholder as vision; as a luminous fold, she uses the beam of a 
gaze to reflect herself into a vision; and, as such a mere possibility of vi¬ 
sions she “is multiple like, say, the world of dreams” (168). After having 
demonstrated Hadaly’s inner machinery to Lord Ewald, and, in particular, 
“the torrid fulguration, the lightning, that runs through her like life,” Edi¬ 
son remarks: “You see, she is an a?igel! ... If, as theology teaches, angels are 
but fire and light ” (277). Insofar as Hadaly is a being of light, a luminous 
fold, she is the possibility of vision in general, the possibility of absolute 
vision, the principle of all possible visions. This principle—the pure dou¬ 
bling of light—has as much reality for the visions or the light that it ren¬ 
ders possible as, say, the ideal lines that subtend reality. Edison exclaims: 

The line of the earth’s equator does not exist: it is! Always ideal, imagi¬ 
nary—and yet as real as if it were tangible. . . . These are the sort of lines I 

will speak of, whose reality is implied, every moment, by our Equilibrium. 

(280) 

As the origin of vision, Hadaly is not only the ground of a plurality of 
visions, she is also constituted into a living vision. The animating gaze, 
which she returns as a vision, endows her with being by allowing her to 
reflect herself along the structure of her fold into herself. In this manner 
she acquires the illusion of reality, and this illusion consists only in being 
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light. “Illusion is light,” states Edison, “without it everything dies” (259). 
As the origin of vision, Hadaly possesses the reality of light. For this reason 
she is also a “machine that fabricates the Ideal” (374). 


Transubstantiations 

The incarnation of this minimal structure of reduplication is twofold. Ac¬ 
cording to Hadaly’s nature as a metallic sheath, as a mere border between 
a possible outside and inside, the incarnation takes place as a double pro¬ 
jection by which the sheath is covered with a body and by which a soul is 
injected into its hollow inside. 

How does Edison furnish the android with a body? Given Edison’s 
scientific and metaphysical perfection of the techniques of countertracing 
and of identity, the body to be projected on the metal armor of Hadaly 
will be absolutely identical with that of the original. Since Hadaly incar¬ 
nated will be an identical resemblance to Alicia Clary, Edison can speak of 
the process of transubstantiation in terms of a theft not simply of the exte¬ 
rior shapes of the original, but of what is more intimate, the original’s 
“own presence”—not only of the model’s physical aspect but also of what 
“metaphysically” gives identity to her exteriority. This is a robbery of the 
original’s exterior individuality, that is, “of her appearing, of the reflection 
of her Identity” (126). Yet what does it mean to steal someone’s appear¬ 
ance in order to incarnate it in someone else? 

As I have argued, the model’s reflection, her shadow, is detachable as 
the repeatable par excellence. Alicia Clary’s sublime forms have an identity 
of their own that is infinitely repeatable. The fact that she resembles the 
Venus Victrix is for Edison confirmation of this point, but, as well, a sign 
of “pathological deformity”—Alicia Clary’s resemblance to the statue of 
the Louvre is an accidental “imprint in the flesh of this woman” (349-50). 
The form that gives identity to a person’s exterior appearance is an abso¬ 
lutely autonomous entity. 

Edison claims to rob the original of its appearance and to “reincarnate 
all that exteriority ... in an Apparition whose human resemblance and 
human charm will surpass Lord Ewald’s hopes, and all his dreams” (126). 
By forcibly taking on the exteriority of Alicia Clary, Hadaly will appear in 
an apparition that bears no distinction from the model’s appearance. The 
transferal of Alicia Clary’s exteriority to Hadaly’s metal armor makes Ha¬ 
daly visible and manifest. Endowed with the form that only accidentally 
left its mark on the model and caused in her case a false apparition, Hadaly 
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becomes the appearance itself of what merely appeared through the model 
and, thus, Edison’s achievement is to have fixed the ideal form of the Venus 
Victrix as such in Hadaly. The android is the apparition—the becoming 
visible of that form itself, but because that form is also what permits the 
appearance, Edison will have also cast into apparition that which makes 
appearance possible. The form that makes appearance possible is the exte¬ 
rior outline coextensive with one’s flesh; and consequently, the form is a 
type, the Greek typos. What comes into apparition with Hadaly, however, 
is nothing but the supreme type itself, the typos of appearance. Moreover, 
the exterior outline or form which as a type makes appearance possible 
through impression is none other than that of the idea, if, according to its 
original meaning as eidos, the idea is the outlook and outline of a thing or 
being, that is, the mode of its coming into view. The outlook in which 
something appears is, according to Plato, the idea. In other words, in Ha¬ 
daly as an apparition the idea itself as that which confers appearance mani¬ 
fests itself as typos, if it is true that the idea makes appearance possible 
through impression, as Plato contends in the Theaetettis. 

What was only an exteriority in the case of Alicia Clary, the accidental 
mark of the supreme type, manifests itself in person in Hadaly as the princi¬ 
ple of all exterior visibility. Once more it is obvious that Hadaly is a ques¬ 
tion of light and vision. As her name indicates, she is the ideal condition 
for the becoming visible of the idea as such as the very principle of all 
appearance. The idea with which Hadaly is incorporated is Alicia Clary’s 
exterior appearance. Through a daring interpretation of the Platonic no¬ 
tion of idea in terms of exterior form, as essentially constitutive of exterior¬ 
ity and visibility, Villiers makes Hadaly into not only a possibility of a 
plurality of different outlooks, but also and in particular into the possibility 
of the exteriorization of the principle of exteriority itself. Yet, by interpret¬ 
ing idea essentially as exterior form, and having its appearance depend on 
the minimal structure of the luminous fold as a necessary precondition for 
appearing according to the mode of the idea or as the idea itself, does 
Villiers not reverse the traditional hierarchy between idea and simula¬ 
crum? Or rather, by appearing as exteriority, does the idea not reveal its 
secret side—the idea as simulacrum? 

A more careful look into the “technicalities” of transubstantiation is 
necessary. With the help of a female apparitor—“my first apparitor [appar- 
iteur\ is also a woman, a great unknown sculptor” (293)—by the name of 
Any Sowana, who supervises Hadaly’s becoming apparition, Edison photos- 
culpts, “with the accuracy of a mirror,” the entire exterior resemblance of 
Miss Clary—including the odor difemina —directly upon the metal armor 
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of Hadaly. This technique is a process of “refraction” (294-95). Edi¬ 
son’s words: “I will strictly reproduce and reduplicate this woman with the 
sublime help of Light. And I will project her upon her Radiant Matter ...” 
(127). 

As if “drawing with light,” Any Sowana uses a “beam of lire” to create 
a copy, a simulacrum of Alicia Clary, a pure light-being, which is subse¬ 
quently projected upon the radiant matter of Hadaly’s sheath (404). Dis¬ 
covered by a certain Dr. William Crookes, radiant matter corresponds to 
a fourth, radiating state of matter. Radiant matter emits beams of light, 
reflects, and continues to reflect what is projected upon it: the luminous 
simulacrum of the exteriority of the model. In short, with the help of light, 
the photo sculpturing of Hadaly consists in projecting a luminous image 
of the model, her idea, on a light-emitting and reflecting matter, which 
will continue to reproduce that image. Hadaly incarnated, that is, insofar 
as her exteriority is concerned, is thus a pure reflection of the idea respon¬ 
sible for appearance. That is how Hadaly becomes visible, a vision. The 
vision she offers is that of visibility itself. She becomes the visibility of the 
light that allows for all vision. 

Although a vision herself, Hadaly does not yet have the capacity for 
vision. Before the completion of her total incarnation, the second part of 
which I will discuss next, Hadaly is blind like a mole. She has, as Edison 
remarks, “la seconde vue ” but as yet no sight (303). Hadaly will acquire 
vision only at the moment that she is seen, when her beholder’s gaze folds 
around itself to become her vision. Only when lightning befalls it does the 
mole acquire vision. “Let us go to Hadaly, in lightning,” says Edison 
(147). And he adds: “Let’s go below, since, for it certainly seems that to 
find the Ideal one must first traverse the realm of the moles” (177). It is 
this descent of light that will open Hadaly’s eyes. 

To come alive, Hadaly must suffer the reflection of an animating will. 
Just as her metal armor was marked by a receptive passivity—it is nothing 
but “the plastic apparatus on which the total form of Alicia Clary will be 
superimposed” (157) —the inside of the metal sheath, its negative matter, 
is also a passive matrix in want of impression. In the same way that Hadaly 
takes on a living body by becoming the trace of the exteriority of an other, 
she acquires a living soul as the projected trace of another’s will or 
thought. It is possible only for her to live as a double of an already double 
original. Life begins with the trace. 

Although Hadaly’s exterior incarnation was exclusively Edison’s affair, 
her inside is Lord Ewald’s responsibility. It is Lord Ewald who must com¬ 
plete her: “The remaining part, the Ideal, you will furnish yourself,” Edi¬ 
son tells him. “The being of this mixed presence called Hadaly depends 
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on the free will of he who dares to conceive it. Suggest some of your own 
being to it! Affirm it with a little of your lively faith just as you affirm the 
being, however relative, of all the illusions that surround you” (136). 
Gifted with imagination, that is, with the creative faculty par excellence, 
Lord Ewald is charged with “illuminating the imaginary soul of the new 
creature” (127). In one of L’Eve Future’s unpublished passages, Hadaly 
says to Lord Ewald: “Think, and I will be” (464). His illuminating projec¬ 
tion represents a true act of creation, not of self but of an other—a true 
animation made possible by the matrix of negative matter. All of Hadaly’s 
life seems to depend on Lord Ewald’s faith in her: “If you question my 
being, I am lost” (384). 

Like the poet of the Ion, on the other hand, Hadaly gives in return what 
she has received. The idealizing reflection with which Lord Ewald is to 
illuminate the inside of Hadaly’s soul is an act of what Malebranche con¬ 
ceived as continuous creation. Without such a sustained creation Hadaly as 
a trace is doomed to instant disappearance. 

According to the construction of the replicant as a structure of possible 
doubling, what is projected on her is also redoubled within her. Thus Lord 
Ewald’s idealizing faith and gaze can turn into Hadaly’s own vision. Being 
seen, she becomes able to see herself. Hadaly then is truly a machine of 
visions. The visions to which she lends herself are themselves endowed 
with vision. 

To recapitulate: by projecting upon her radiating armor a luminous 
image which this shield continues to reflect, Edison turns Hadaly into a 
vision; Lord Ewald, on the other hand, illuminates this reflection from 
within through his self-reflecting, idealizing gaze, through which the rep¬ 
licant acquires vision. Her incarnation fully realizes the potential of her 
structure of doubling and repetition as a luminous fold. Consequently, 
Edison can boast: 

In this vision I will force the Ideal to manifest itself for the first time, to 

your senses, as palpable, audible and materialized. (127) 


More Than a Double 

Incarnated, Hadaly is identical to Alicia Clary. More precisely, Hadaly will 
be a “thousand times more identical to herself” than the model (129). 
Her identity, in fact, will be terrifying because identity is usually defective. 
“Does one ever resemble oneself,” (129), wonders Edison, suggesting that 
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once Hadaly is incarnated she will resemble herself perfectly, be identical 
with herself, and remain so until the hour of her death. 

If a living person’s identity is the result of another person’s gaze, which 
transfigures the heterogeneous components of his or her body into a 
whole, then, the identity—the self-resemblance—of Hadaly incarnated 
will be far more identical, for her unifying gaze is only the reflection of 
Lord Ewald’s idealization of the vision he beholds. Hence, her amity is 
that of a “luminous entity” totally transparent and identical with itself 
(157). It is the faultless identity of the idea that manifests itself in the 
exteriority of her body, along with everything beautiful, noble, and ele¬ 
vated that it provokes in the mind of its beholder. 

Thus when Lord Ewald asks whether Hadaly will have a feeling of self¬ 
hood, Edison can reply that this miracle depends on Lord Ewald alone 
(134). Yet this is definitely not the whole story of Hadaly’s identity, nor its 
most interesting aspect. Very soon indeed, it becomes clear that Hadaly 
possesses, as Lord Ewald puts it, “a sort of understanding,” a faculty of 
discretion and discrimination unaccounted for by Edison’s rational expla¬ 
nations and independent of Lord Ewald’s idealizing introjection (288). Al¬ 
though Edison hints that the secret of Hadaly’s sort of understanding 
cannot be disclosed without jeopardizing the necessary illusion of Hadaly’s 
reality and thus implies that for him there is no real secret, I will argue 
that his own explanation of Hadaly’s inner life, of her identity, as a result 
of Sowana’s takeover of the android is ultimately deceiving. In fact, toward 
the end of the novel Edison must admit “that not everything is chimerical 
in this creature” (410). It is not necessary to fall back on Hadaly’s own 
revelations to Lord Ewald in the park to realize that she has an identity 
independent of and prior to her incarnation, prior even to her animation 
by the medium Sowana. It is of great importance here to understand the 
nature of this identity. 

Hadaly has been construed as a machine of visions, as a machine that 
fabricates ideals. Thus, Hadaly is potentially plural: “She is multiple like 
the world of dreaming” (168). Hadaly seems to be nothing more than the 
possibility of being many different identities. In the famous park scene she 
remarks to Lord Ewald that “she has so many women within herself that 
no harem could ever contain them” (385). Speaking of her possibilities, 
Edison says that she “is without limits, like a woman” (399). As nothing 
but the possibility of being many, Hadaly seems to correspond to a non¬ 
identity or absence of identity, and for this reason she can refer to herself 
as an “impersonality” (385). But having compared her to a machine that 
produces visions, Edison notes that Hadaly herself is the supreme type 
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that dominates all these visions. She incorporates this type perfectly, he 
says, whereas “she plays the others” (168). A crucial distinction is intro¬ 
duced here, according to which Hadaly is the possibility of being many, 
whereas without being them, she only plays “those other feminine resem¬ 
blances lying dormant within her” (385). Unlike the identities she plays to 
perfection—such as her resemblance to Alicia Clary—but with which she 
is not identical because she is the possibility of being many, Hadaly, in 
other words the ideal itself, is not played. Hadaly is Hadaly, a resemblance 
to herself which is not simply a role enacted. This is why she begs Lord 
Ewald not to awaken the feminine resemblances dormant in her, with 
which she does not coincide. To incarnate one of these possible roles, to 
become one of these women, would be to lose her identity: “I must not 
become a woman because I would change,” she tells Lord Ewald (385). 32 
Hadaly is afraid to incarnate another identity because of the frailness of 
her own. When she tells Lord Ewald that even astonishment could erase 
her life, it seems that what little life she has is dependent exclusively on 
Lord Ewald’s idealizing belief in her. 

But the fragility of her identity is much more radical. First, it must be 
recalled that the constant threat of extinction is coeval with her identity; 
the negative possibility of death is the positive condition of possibility of 
her life. Because Lord Ewald can turn away from her in disbelief, Hadaly 
has a chance to live. Second, Hadaly’s identity is extremely fragile because 
it is the identity of impersonality, an identity of the possibility of being 
many identities, the trace of identity. It is the minimal identity of the 
structure of support able to enact a plurality of roles. This identity of what 
precedes identity properly speaking, of what is prior as the possibility of 
identity to personality and individuality, is the identical par excellence. As 
the supreme or absolute type of identity, as that which permits unre¬ 
strained repetition, Hadaly faces the irrevocable threat of nonbeing and 
nonidentity. 

It is in this sense that one must understand Villiers’s intertwining of 
Hadaly and infinity. When Lord Ewald asks Edison if Hadaly has a notion 
of infinity, the scientist replies: “That is in fact the only notion she has” 
(308). When the incarnated android reveals herself to Lord Ewald in the 
park scene, she explains that as a shadow she represents what had already 
been called “the inevitable infinity” (309). At first this infinity seems to be 
an allusion to the romantic notion of the medium of reflection “in which 
we are lost, and whose inevitable substance, within us, is only ideal”—or 
in other words to the romantic concept of an ideal medium of depersonal¬ 
ization and disindividualization in which the soul, “the luminous soaring” 



i 3 8 


Scenarios for a Theory 


of man, is freed from the form of individuality, but it soon reveals itself as 
the infinity of the minimal structure of possible identity. As the source of 
forms, this infinity is ultimately formless (380). As the source of distin¬ 
guishable identities, it is an infinity that is ultimately unintelligible. Reason 
is the enemy of this “unintelligible, formless and inevitable infinity,” 
which can only be beheld during the slumber of reason (381). As the 
source of manifold identities, this ideality more originary than the ideal 
identities of reason is also essentially plural in its identity. In short, Ha- 
daly’s identity, her identity prior to any of the incarnations to which she 
may lend herself, is the identity of that which precedes identity. Edison 
remarks that Hadaly is “One duality” (23). As such, it both makes identity 
possible (it is viore than identity), insofar as it is also the medium in which 
identity can return to dissolution. Hadaly’s identity is the minimal identity 
of the infinite possibilities of all identity. It is the identity of a simulacrum, 
its illusory identity that is valid as the opening of all forms of identity. 

One of the many ways in which the infinite reveals itself during the 
slumber of reason as the ideal space that comprehends reason itself is the 
fold. Of “those who strive to manifest themselves,” of “those who are 
unnamable,” Hadaly remarks: “They have no visible forms or faces. They 
make themselves one [s’en figurent ] with the help of the folds of a 
fabric . . .” (337-78). Hadaly, who reveals herself as a messenger of the 
boundless regions of the infinite, has already been construed as a luminous 
fold. Her identity is therefore that of a fold of light. Yet a fold of light 
also contains, necessarily, a moment of irreducible darkness: the fold itself. 
Similarly, Hadaly’s identity inevitably involves a part of irreducible non¬ 
identity, unintelligibility, plurality, and formlessness precisely because it is 
the identity of the possibility of identity, intelligibility, and singular forms. 
Edison acknowledges this essential nonidentity when he admits his mo¬ 
mentary—if not lasting—inability to account for the movement of Ha¬ 
daly’s rings. The irreducible moment of darkness in Hadaly’s luminous 
fold, the nonidentity of her identity as the condition of being plural, char¬ 
acterizes her as an “undefinable mentality” (108). Although she cannot be 
denied an identity distinguishable from the various female identities to 
which she can lend herself, that identity remains for essential reasons un- 
decidable. It is not an undecidability that would be due to the depth of her 
character, but rather to her nature as an impersonality capable of playing 
many roles. It is not an obscurity for which the occult forces participating 
in her creation could be made responsible. Nor can the undecidability of 
her identity be attributed to some weakness of Villiers’s discursive and 
narrational abilities. On the contrary, this undecidability is constitutive of 
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Hadaly as the minimally required identity of the structure of repetition, 
duplication, idealization and identity. Born of a desire for harmony, trans¬ 
parency, and unity of body and soul, of the external and internal, Hadaly, 
as the possibility of unbreached and unbroached identities, is marked by 
an essential difference within herself. It is precisely the nonunity of her 
unity which raises her to the status of a device for “terrifying identities.” 


Overhasty Explanations 

Because of her impersonality, Hadaly cannot be made a character. If, 
nonetheless, I gave her entity special emphasis, it is because the essential 
undecidability that surrounds her allows the android’s structure to be con¬ 
strued as the primary governing principle of L Eve Future. Hadaly’s nature 
as a structure of reduplication, repetition, idealization, and identity can be 
seen to constitute the different interpretations of the replicant’s nature 
and, thus, of the novel as a whole, offered explicitly or implicitly in LFve 
Future. Hadafy’s impersonality, in other words, can be conceived as the 
organizing principle of the thematic possibilities that could serve to iden¬ 
tify the novel’s meaning. Indeed, any such meaning hinges on the success¬ 
ful identification or fixation of the android. 

It has already been noted that Hadaly is a book within Villiers’s novel . 33 
When Edison sets out to explain her machinery, he opens the android’s 
chest like a volume and makes Lord Ewald read the numerous inscriptions 
of her potentialities, in particular those of her intelligence which are im¬ 
printed on the golden leaves of her lungs. But despite the additional occur¬ 
rences of encasings in L Fve Future, the book in the book is not simply a 
reflexive and totalizing image of the novel as a whole, nor is it an endless 
mise en abyme. Hadaly is not a reduplication of the novel in its totality but 
only the possibility of interpretative and totalizing reduplicating reflec¬ 
tions. As to her infinity, it has already been linked to her as, precisely, such 
a minimal structure of possibility. Consequently, instead of allowing for a 
totalizing explication of LFve Future as a whole, Hadaly offers herself 
only to the nonhermeneutical operation of accounting for the determined 
number of interpretations to which this novel lends itself. Hadaly is, in¬ 
deed, nothing else than the structure proper to LFve Future, the layout of 
its conflicting interpretations. Each of the novel’s possible determinations, 
each of its various attempts to come to grips with the android’s nature, is 
limited in its scope by other equally plausible interpretations made possi¬ 
ble by a certain narrative undecidability that parallels the undecidability of 
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Hadaly’s structure. In what follows, I will engage in an analysis of some of 
the different interpretations of Hadaly’s voice or soul offered by the novel. 
Focusing on these explanations, some of which are made by Edison and 
Hadaly while others arise from narrational constellations, the literary 
critic determines the “eternal meaning” of the text. It will soon become 
evident that such a practice, however legitimate, is at the same time fatally 
limited. It always coincides with a privileged position or voice within the 
novel and is thus, in an essential way, part of what is to be explained. As 
such it necessarily conflicts with the repressed or neglected voices or posi¬ 
tions within the text. Those readings that pretend to totalize all voices, 
themes, and positions make all given voices subsidiaries of one intratextu- 
ally given predominant voice, theme, or position. The present reading 
recognizes the fundamental finitude of all possible thematic explanations 
of L’Eve Future and thus focuses only on the organizational principle of 
these finite and limited interpretations. Hadaly is the essentially undecid- 
able and nonidentical identity of the principle in question. Instead of 
yielding to an interpretation of interpretations, she defies all interpreta¬ 
tion. Hadaly is nothing but a principle of textual economy. 

At least five different possible interpretations offer themselves as reduc¬ 
tive hermeneutic solutions to Hadaly’s undecidability. Of these five I will 
only discuss three—Sowana, “the first, and distant voice of Hadaly” (404); 
Hadaly, the posthumous being; and Hadaly, the ideal in person—since the 
motive of idealizing introjection has already been discussed, whereas that of 
the golden phonographs in the android’s chest speaks for itself. On several 
occasions, however, Hadaly utters truly unexpected things or speaks with 
a voice too natural—facts that cannot be accounted for by what is inscribed 
on the two devices. 

Sowana, the Hypnotic Medium 

In the chapter entitled “Hasty Explanations,” Edison reveals to Lord 
Ewald what he takes to be Hadaly’s secret and pretends to account for all 
of her unexpected behavior. His revelations, which imply that the an¬ 
droid’s soul is the same as Sowana’s soul, the hypnotic medium, amount 
to a totalizing hypothesis of L ’Eve Future favored by almost all the critics. 34 
In this chapter, Edison explains that by projecting his nervous or magnetic 
fluid upon the sleeping and absolutely passive medium of Any Anderson 
he succeeded in liberating in her an entity of its own, absolutely different 
from her. This being which is “totally other, multiple and unknown” 
(408), designates itself, in the third person , by the name of Sowana. Helped 
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by the rings both he and Miss Anderson wear on their hands, Edison is in 
permanent contact with this being. It is crucial to remember that the direct 
circulation thus made possible depends for its reciprocity on the supple¬ 
ment of an electric wire that carries Sowana’s voice to the inventor. Yet, 
the reader is told that both fluids are not indifferent to one another and 
may mix, to give birth to an entirely “new fluid,” a synthesis of unknown 
power (413-14). According to Edison, this mixed fluid abolishes all dis¬ 
tances and obstacles, provoking an unlimited and infinite circulation, with¬ 
out any need of a material inductor. 

As soon as Edison has created “the young inanimate armor” of Eladaly, 
Sowana sets out to study the machine, “in order ... to be able, eventually, 
to incorporate herself in her and to animate her by her ‘supernatural’ 
state” (409). Sowana takes command of her, because, as she confesses, “she 
rather prefers to be in this vibrating child than within herself” (23). Edison 
helps her by constructing a mechanical device that corresponds exacdy to 
the systems of the android and is linked to it by “absolutely invincible 
inductors.” This is how Edison reveals the android’s mysteries to Lord 
Ewald: 

Lying, sheltered in the shadowy bower and the thousand flowering gleams, 
Sowana, eyes closed and lost beyond the gravity of all organisms, incorpo¬ 
rated herself as a fluid vision in Hadaly. In her solitary hands, similar to 
those of a dead person, she held the metallic correspondences of the an¬ 
droid. In truth, it was she who walked in Hadaly’s walk—she spoke in her 
with that voice so strangely distant which, during her sacred kind of sleep, 
vibrates on her lips. And it sufficed to repeat, also with my lips, but in 
silence, everything you said in order for this stranger to us both to hear you 
through me, to answer you through this phantom. (410-11) 

According to Edison’s explanation, Hadaly’s life, up to this point at 
least, was entirely due to Sowana’s incarnation. Hadaly’s self is nothing 
but the voice of Sowana. Yet this presence is in principle limited to Ha¬ 
daly’s state prior to her incorporation as Alicia Clary. From that moment 
on, Hadaly should be disconnected from the medium; animated exclu¬ 
sively by her own mechanical systems as well as by Lord Ewald’s idealizing 
projections, her behavior should be totally foreseeable. However, the 
events surrounding the scene of “final rehearsal” clearly complicate, if not 
belie, the explanatory scope of Edison’s theory. In the park scene, Hadaly 
reveals her identity as Hadaly to Lord Ewald—“Friend, do you recognize 
me? I am Hadaly” (371) —although she is still connected by invisible wires 
to Sowana. Different from Sowana, Hadaly is, consequently, not only a 
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machine but also a self. To be sure, everything she tells Lord Ewald could 
have been programmed by the phonographs since she now speaks with the 
voice of the model. Yet, since Hadaly is still connected to Sowana, the 
possibility that the latter continues to speak through her cannot totally be 
excluded. That is what Edison suspects when, back in the laboratory, Ha¬ 
daly utters some all too natural and unexpected words. Just before she is 
isolated from Edison’s generators, she is still able to ask Lord Ewald to 
disclose nothing of what she had entrusted to him in the park. As already 
suggested, this request puts Edison’s explanations in question. But the 
confusion climaxes when it becomes obvious that these could also have 
been the last words of the dying medium, spoken from behind the curtains 
of the laboratory. In fact, after everyone has left, Edison discovers the dead 
Miss Anderson still holding the mouthpiece of the phone: “if she used it, 
no one, however near to her, could have heard her doing so” (421). The 
context in this case allows as little decidability as in all the others. 35 

A Posthumous Being 

The following two interpretations establish a clear difference between So¬ 
wana and Hadaly. There are two versions, corresponding to the different 
narrative voices that articulate this difference. The version I am consider¬ 
ing first is Lord Ewald’s (and Hadaly’s). 

Having been illuminated by Edison as to Sowana’s role in the creation 
of the replicant, Lord Ewald acknowledges this role, without, however, 
confusing Sowana and Hadaly altogether. Referring to the park scene, he 
asks his friend: 

Although it is out of intellectual decency that I never see Mistress Ander¬ 
son, Sowana seems to merit being a friend. If she can hear me in all the 
surrounding magic, I would like this wish to reach her wherever she may 
be! . . . Yet, a last question: the words uttered by Hadaly just now in your 
park, were they spoken and “declaimed” by Miss Alicia Clary? (415) 

When Edison answers in the affirmative by pointing out that Hadaly 
had spoken in the voice of Alicia Clary, Lord Ewald is completely stupe¬ 
fied. “This time,” he muses, “the explication was inadequate, because it 
was inconceivable that all the different phases of that scene could have 
been predicted (though the voice was witness to the fact that they had been)” 
(415). Before declaring and proving to Edison “the radical and absolute 
impossibility of this fact despite its solution,” however, he remembers Ha¬ 
daly’s request that he keep their conversation to himself. 
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At that moment, Lord Ewald has the very distinct intuition that the 
android is a “being from beyond the grave” (416). Because he has already 
dissociated Sowana from Hadaly, this being who inhabits the android now 
speaking with the voice of Alicia Clary cannot be the same as Sowana. On 
the contrary, it corresponds to the infinite and occult being that Hadaly 
claimed to be in the scene under the oak trees. The presence within Ha¬ 
daly of an entity different from Sowana, and that names itself Hadaly, is 
thus a new conjectural interpretation of the life of the android: it is a 
posthumous being. Yet this theory is competing with all the other theories. 
It has no final totalizing explanatory power over the entirety of events, 
especially since toward the end of the novel Edison is also led to foresee a 
being distinct from Sowana in the android, yet different from the one 
Lord Ewald believes in, the one which Hadaly used to describe herself. 

The Ecstasy of the Ideal 

As initially planned, the totality of all the roles Edison and Mistress Ander¬ 
son taught the incarnated Hadaly were to make up her “personality,” or 
“the mirage of her mental being.” But Edison is forced to admit that 
“throughout the day, here as well as in the park, he was confused by the 
final rehearsal which he beheld between Hadaly dressed as her model, and 
Sowana” (417). Indeed, Edison cannot overlook the fact that this rehearsal 
works all too well, even for a machine as sophisticated as his creation. Dis¬ 
tinct from Sowana, Hadaly appears to be more than the entirety of her 
studied female roles. When Edison brags that “all this curious and minute 
work of refraction is neither difficult nor painful, but works all by itself,” 
the reader understands that what is added to all those acquired personali¬ 
ties is the autonomous principle of reduplication and idealization itself 
(417). Unlike all those studied roles, this principle operates all by itself. 
For Edison, Hadaly is a being beyond humanity; not a posthumous being 
as for Lord Ewald, but the ideal in person. 

I have physically furnished Hadaly with everything terrestrial and illusion¬ 
ary she possesses. But a Soul unknown to me has added itself to my work, 
incorporating itself in it forever. It has regulated, believe me, the smallest 
details of these frightening and charming scenes with an art so subtle that 
it truly escapes man’s imagination. A being from beyond humanity has sug¬ 
gested itself to us in this new work of art, where an unimagined mystery is 
irrevocably centered. (418) 

Being the synthesis of everything ideal, Hadaly is animated by the ideal 
that comes to life in her. The soul that superimposes itself on Edison’s 



144 Scenarios for a Theory 

work of art is the entirely new and unknown synthesis of perfection: the 
ideal as such. “It was ideal humanity—less what remains in us, less what it 
is impossible, at such moments, to establish the absence of in Hadaly. I 
was, I admit, enthused like a poet” (418). 

Like the poet and the rhapsode in Plato’s Ion, Edison is in rapture be¬ 
fore his creature, who herself is enraptured by the being of the ideal. But 
again, this explanation of Hadaly also encounters its limits. Refusing, al¬ 
beit ambiguously, to grant Hadaly all that is unnamable in us, Edison’s 
theory clashes with Hadaly’s own revelations. Had she not explicitly char¬ 
acterized herself a representative of the unnamable infinity? Hence it be¬ 
comes impossible to choose between the two versions of what makes 
Hadaly more than “a vain simulacrum” (419). 

Because of the mutually exclusive nature of the five possibilities of in¬ 
terpretation I have outlined, an exclusion that is not modified by the fact 
that some of these conjectures follow one another according to the logic 
of the narrative, no circulation of interpretations, no fluid medium in 
which their conflicting nature would be annulled takes place. All that can 
be asserted is that Hadaly—as the minimal structure of identity, repetition, 
duplication, and idealization—is the undecidable ground which allows 
these interpretations to come into play, and which simultaneously pre¬ 
vents this play from fusing into one interpretation. 

Circling back, in order to conclude, to Villiers’s affinities to a certain 
number of early romantic philosophemes and motifs that largely coincide 
with what the critics have mistaken for his “Hegelianism,” it becomes 
obvious at this point in our analysis that the author of L’Eve Future is 
engaged in a radical questioning of precisely these romantic themes. As a 
literary text, L ’Eve Future appears as a challenge to the romantic dream of 
a self-reflexive text. But this critique of self-reflexivity is not carried out in 
a Hegelian mode, namely in the perspective of a higher, more embracing 
form of self-reflexivity. On the contrary, Villiers’s debate with the roman¬ 
tic concept of self-reflexivity is an attempt to account for the moments and 
the process of self-reflection by definitionally nonsupersedable structures. 
Hadaly is, as I have argued, such a structure. 

None of the images or theories advanced in the novel can perfectly 
reduplicate and totalize the arrangements of events. As I have shown, Ha¬ 
daly is—according to a theory of manifolds to which the critical act must 
yield under such circumstances, as the minimal structure of repetition, 
idealization, identity, and reduplication—the organizing principle of these 
diverse and struggling textual interpretations. Undecidable as just such a 
structure of textual interpretative doubling, Hadaly’s “impersonality” is 
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not the meaning of L’Eve Future, it is the law of its multiple, partly com¬ 
plementary, partly exclusive meanings. It is by making the possibility of 
reflection and reduplication, of what the romantics labeled “transcenden¬ 
tal poetry,” dependent on a structural agency such as Hadaly that Villiers 
most thoroughly puts the romantic ideal of literature and poetry into ques¬ 
tion. Because the contingency of the trace already appeared to be the very 
condition of interstellar reverberation, the heterogeneity of Hadaly’s un¬ 
decidability as a microstructure of reduplication marks the boundaries of 
reflection and the medium to which it gives rise. There can be no reflec¬ 
tion of light without the darkness of the luminous fold. This enabling 
condition, however, also limits what it makes possible: at the fold, reflec¬ 
tion comes to a halt. 



CHAPTER 6 


The Falls of History 

Joris-Karl Huysmans’s Against Nature 


It happened overnight. Suddenly, without advance notice or undergoing 
incubation, the old tongue was found in total decay. Yet, this complete and 
instantaneous decomposition of language is not singular merely because it 
occurred without any preparatory transition in nineteenth-century Paris. 
This “phenomenon unique in literary history,” as des Esseintes, the hero 
of Against Nature, calls it, is also exceptional because he believes this total 
deliquescence of language is analogous to another, past event (183). 1 Des 
Esseintes compares it to the dissolution that the Latin tongue underwent 
during the waning phase of the Roman Empire. Indeed, when describing 
Petronius’s literary principles—his realistic mode of depicting the vices of 
a decrepit civilization—des Esseintes evokes “a curious similarity, a 
strange analogy with the few modern French novels he could stomach” 
(44). In the same vein, he compares the quintessence of the language of 
these modern writers he cherishes to the stage of dissolution of the Latin 
language “when it breathed its last in the mysterious concepts and enig¬ 
matic phrases” of some Christian Saints in whom the pagan tongue de¬ 
composed like venison (200). Although the modern phenomenon des 
Esseintes refers to appears to be the repetition of what happened to the 
Latin tongue during the decline of Roman civilization, one essential dif¬ 
ference seems to remain. Whereas the evolution from Petronius’s realism 
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to the more symbolist exercises of the Christian Saints occurred over a 
period of several centuries, “the superbly variegated style of the Gon- 
courts and the gamy style of Verlaine and Mallarme rubbed shoulders in 
Paris, where they existed at the same time, in the same period, in the same 
century” (200). In short, the unique event that des Esseintes describes is 
not the simple repetition of a historical process with all its details, but its 
recurrence in a temporally concentrated form. In nineteenth-century 
Paris, the deliquium of language occurs at one blow. Here, naturalism and 
symbolism, the two literary modes of a dissolution separated in the past 
by four centuries are united in absolute simultaneity and proximity, if not 
in total interpenetration. Both these modern literary trends are thus ata¬ 
visms, heavily charged with a past that reaches its nadir in the instanta¬ 
neous linguistic dissolution that they bring about. Naturalism and 
symbolism, one gathers from Against Nature, are not merely approaches 
heavily charged with history whose representation of the present is always 
a function of the past. Their power to dissolve, especially if reunited as in 
the unique phenomenon diagnosed by des Esseintes, is also historical in 
an essential and fundamental manner. 

These two styles, naturalism and symbolism, however, are not only the 
subject matter of the novel, they also inform its own aesthetics. Yet, if this 
is the case, then the representation of time and history in Against Nature 
must, necessarily, be more complex than is commonly assumed. 

As far as its literary procedures are concerned, the novel, first and un¬ 
mistakably, belongs to the aesthetic canon of naturalism by virtue of its 
involvement in meticulous observation and detail. Following the Gon- 
courts, this leads readers back to historicity: the Goncourts wrote in their 
Journal that scrupulous documentation is shared by both the naturalist 
novelist and the historian, the only difference being that historians are 
storytellers of the past whereas novelists narrate the present. According to 
these principles, Against Nature should border on historicity; however, the 
almost plotless novel seems to contradict such a conclusion. On the one 
hand, des Esseintes has fully withdrawn from the historical world into 
monk-like isolation in his refined Thebaid at Fontenay-aux-Roses, while 
on the other, the laws of evolution which the unfolding of his crises obey 
are, in the eyes of most critics, also independent of time. The moral upsets 
he undergoes “could as well take place in one week or in one year, the 
book would be the same,” the reader is told. 2 

The fact that Huysmans, in Against Nature, not only appears as a propo¬ 
nent of symbolist art, recording in a naturalist fashion the syndromes of 
symbolist and decadent usage of language, but also engages in symbolist 
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linguistic practices, seems to confirm this method’s ahistoricity and atemp- 
orality. Huysmans’s strange and most complex syntax, his calculated trans¬ 
gression of grammar, his studied vocabulary, reflect the linguistic 
extravagances, audacities, and especially, the delicate craftsmanship of the 
jeweled verses of symbolist poetry that des Esseintes savors so much. But 
merely from the way in which des Esseintes describes the total dissolution 
of language in symbolist poetry, can one conclude that symbolist aesthetics 
disregards time and history as is commonly assumed? Indeed, how is one 
to interpret Huysmans’s singular use of the caesura in Against Nature ? 
This is a very curious usage by which an unstable equilibrium on the level 
of phrases causes them to move on endlessly with nothing intervening to 
bring them to a stop. How can this be reconciled with either the timeless 
world this novel is believed to depict or the fact that the antiquated words 
that Huysmans chooses are always those that are most charged with his¬ 
tory? 3 Could one not just as well assume that Huysmans naturalized, that 
is, historicized, symbolist aesthetics in the same way as he is said to have 
idealized naturalism? 

From all this it follows that the art styles of Against Nature must have a 
historical bent of sorts. If as styles they are recurrences of earlier modes of 
literary dissolution, then they are for that very reason intrinsically histori¬ 
cal. As atavisms they cannot but represent contemporary reality histori¬ 
cally, here, in light of the past. But more importandy, for Against Nature, 
naturalism and symbolism are art forms that correspond to periods of 
great turmoil, in short, of historic change. This assumption is not only a 
thematic one, it also informs the novel’s organization and its style. 

The decadent Latin literature that des Esseintes features in his library 
is a literature that begins with the interruption into classical language of 
all sorts of dialects, idioms, and expressions, and ends with the interspers¬ 
ing of the Latin tongue with novel ideas, new words, and unfamiliar con¬ 
structions of Christian origin. It is the literature of an age in transition, 
not the literature of an already crumbled state, or of one that has just 
established itself, but of times of appalling storm and stress profoundly 
marked by contrast and antithesis. Des Esseintes’s predilection for this 
type of art is a function of his belief that it is capable of capturing and 
transmitting historical change and movement, of representing moments 
of interpenetrating ends and beginnings, as well as the temporality pecu¬ 
liar to decay and transition. Naturalism and symbolism as literary forms 
thus seem to be concerned with history—not with just any history—but 
with history in the making and the temporality proper to eminent mo¬ 
ments of historical change. In other words, naturalism and symbolism may 
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well be art forms that represent and thematize history and time at precisely 
those historical thresholds where time itself presents itself in person. 

This insight comes as no surprise if one recalls that Against Nature not 
only represents a turning point in Huysmans’s literary career but that its 
author stages in this novel what the critics have called a threshold experi¬ 
ence, or “experie?ice limiteA^ Moreover, it is an experience undergone by 
des Esseintes in what clearly appears as a frontier region. After having 
discovered the villa above Fontenay which would be turned into his re¬ 
treat, des Esseintes, “thinking of the new existence he was going to fashion 
for himself. . . felt a glow of pleasure at the idea that here he would be 
too far out for the tidal wave of Parisian life to reach him, and yet near 
enough for the proximity of the capital to strengthen him in his solitude” 
(24). Indeed, the topology of des Esseintes’s world of solitude and autarchy 
is situated “on the ideal line from which all the departures toward other 
places remain possible whereas its contours are, at the same time, suffi¬ 
ciently blurred so as not to be perceived as fixed limits.” 5 The method 
that Huysmans uses to describe des Esseintes’s threshold experience is 
undoubtedly of naturalist origin, but it is also tributary to symbolist aes¬ 
thetics. Yet if such is the case, must one not assume that this threshold 
experience is itself not only one of (inner) change and transition but per¬ 
haps one, more generally, of time and history? Rather than being a time¬ 
less experience—that of the decadent would-be artist in his ivory 
tower—des Esseintes’s threshold experience combines, as I will argue, the 
experience of time itself, the essence of time, and the limits of time and 
history. 

Indeed, time itself is the very object of our protagonist’s nostalgia al¬ 
though, at first, he would seem to be yearning for a return to some irrecov¬ 
erable past period. In the course of his reflections on modern literature, 
des Esseintes remarks “that when the period in which a man of talent is 
condemned to live is dull and stupid, the artist is haunted, perhaps un¬ 
known to himself, by a nostalgic yearning for another age” (181). Des 
Esseintes distinguishes two types of nostalgia: “in some cases there is a 
return to past ages [retour aux ages consommes], to vanished civilizations, to 
dead centuries; in others there is a pursuit of dream and fantasy, a more 
or less vivid vision of a future whose image reproduces, unconsciously and 
as a result of atavism, that of past epochs” (181-82). Yet, his own type of 
nostalgia does not fall into either one of these two categories. Rather, his 
is a nostalgia for history itself. The organization of the Duke’s library is a 
case in point. 
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The onset of des Esseintes’s neurosis coincides with the period of time 
during which he organizes his library. Despite his becoming increasingly 
disoriented, he manages nonetheless to finish the rearrangement of his 
books in “perfect order [le patfait equilibre ]” (179). Des Esseintes, who 
holds all classic literature in extreme repugnance, selects the books to be 
included in his library according to criteria that insure the drastic reduc¬ 
tion of what is considered literature to merely a few books or, in the last 
resort, a few pages. The only works found worthy of his shelves are those 
which—by dint of having been processed “through the critical apparatus 
of his mind, just as a metal worker passes strips of metal through a steel 
drawing machine, from which they emerge thin and light, reduced to al¬ 
most invisible threads” (179)—have been found sufficiently hardened to 
go repeatedly through the reading mill. 

Through this process of selection, literature is reduced to a few seminal 
works that illustrate nothing less than the very essence of literature. It is 
important to remark that des Esseintes not only has each old cherished 
book set up just for himself and reprinted as an “edition, limited to a single 
copy,” printed on special paper, in old typefaces, and in unusual formats 
(146). This production of “unique volumes” (145), “for his own personal 
pleasure” (198), as well as the individualization and archaization of all the 
volumes of his library, is also extended to his modem library. Undoubtedly, 
by thus wrenching the modern texts he likes from the present which he 
abhors, these texts become valorized. But such archaization also suggests 
that only such art is good art that is already antiquated; in short, art be¬ 
longs to the past despite the fact that it may have been created in the 
present. Indeed, if it is true that after its arrangement is completed des 
Esseintes’s library represents a certain history of art, this history is that of 
a closed history. With Mallarme—two thin booklets—this process has 
come to an end. “The truth of the matter was that the decadence of 
French literature ... had been embodied in Mallarme in the most consum¬ 
mate and exquisite fashion” (199). Des Esseintes has no doubts “that in all 
probability he would never add another” to this last book in his collection 
(199). But why, precisely, is Mallarme the last possible representative in 
the Duke’s library? It is because by having recourse to the prose poem—a 
minimal literary form that, according to des Esseintes, could “contain 
within its small compass and in concentrated form the substance of a 
novel” (198)—Mallarme had condensed literature into “an essence of lit¬ 
erature, a sublimate of art” (197). In Mallarme’s prose poems, literature 
stages its own essence, “the dry juice, the osmazome of literature, the 
essential oil of art” (199). In short, the history of literature as featured in 
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the Duke’s library is not only one of essential works of literature but also 
the history of its progressive essentialization. Where such essence is 
reached, the process of history has come to an end, and only continues to 
live on as a thing remembered. Des Esseintes, consequently, is nostalgic 
for history as a thing past. Yet, what sort of history is it that he mourns? 

To begin sketching an answer to this question, I’d like to take a closer 
look at des Esseintes’s library. Apart from some curiosa and his small col¬ 
lection of Catholic literature, des Esseintes features writings from only 
two epochs: one stretches from the last of the pagan writers to the first 
church fathers, the other extends from Baudelaire to Mallarme. What in¬ 
terests des Esseintes in the writings of these periods is, undoubtedly, the 
total dissolution of their language. Of the Latin language at the time of 
the decline of the Roman Empire, he remarks that “it was rotten through 
and through and hung like a decaying carcass, losing its limbs, oozing pus, 
barely keeping, in the general corruption of its body, a few sound parts, 
which the Christians removed in order to preserve them in the pickling 
brine of their new idiom” (49). But such linguistic parceling out and de¬ 
capitation characterizes modern literature as well. It is “a literature at¬ 
tacked by organic diseases, weakened by intellectual senility, [and] 
exhausted by syntactical excesses” (199), des Esseintes notes. One major 
way in which such linguistic dissolution is achieved in decadent art is the 
mixing of styles, dialects, idioms, and expressions stemming from different 
languages, or different linguistic strata within one language, such as the 
langue verte, or language of the streets. Thus, modern literary realism fea¬ 
tures a language in which the idiosyncratic irrupts in the form of various 
slangs—intelligible only to the initiated—into the idiom of official lan¬ 
guage, thereby undermining its purported immutability and claim to uni¬ 
versality. But the principle of mixing styles and dialects takes place not 
only in modern forms of realism and naturalism; it characterizes the sym¬ 
bolist tendencies in modern art as well. Proof of this is des Esseintes’s 
collection of paintings, which contains not only pictures that are “steeped 
in an atmosphere of ancient fantasy, wrapped in an aura of antique corrup¬ 
tion, divorced from modern times and modern society” (63), but pictures 
that are based on mixtures of all sorts. Gustave Moreau’s paintings are a 
case in point: 

Going back to the beginnings of racial tradition, to the sources of mytholo¬ 
gies whose bloody enigmas he compared and unraveled; joining and fusing 
in one those legends which had originated in the Middle East only to be 
metamorphosed by the beliefs of other people, he could cite these re¬ 
searches to justify his architectonic mixtures, his sumptuous and unex¬ 
pected combinations . . . (69) 
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But the mixing characteristic of Moreau’s art does not come to a halt with 
this. According to des Esseintes, Moreau’s art crosses “the frontiers of 
painting to borrow from the writer’s art its most subtly evocative sugges¬ 
tions, from the enameller’s art its most wonderfully brilliant effects, from 
the lapidary’s and etcher’s art its most exquisitely delicate touches” (69- 
70). 6 Because of such mixing of heterogeneous motifs, the arts in question 
escape all clear and unequivocal definition. Their style appears confused, 
as if the painter had “wished to assert his intention of remaining outside 
the bounds of time” (66). Indeed, for des Esseintes, such mingling of natu¬ 
ralist and symbolist art achieves a certain supratemporality and a meaning 
that transcends the limitation of periods. But such transhistorical meaning 
gathered through a blending of styles, genres, and levels, and resulting in 
linguistic deliquescence is not, for that matter, simply an ahistorical mean¬ 
ing. As I have already argued, des Esseintes does not mourn past ages. Nor 
does he dream of a future that would resemble a past characterized by 
fullness and harmony. He is nostalgic of epochs that serve as a transition 
between other epochs. As they have no other substance than that of their 
fleeting time itself, they thus represent time and history in their purest 
form, as the very essence of change. 

The literature of des Esseintes’s library of highly personalized volumes 
incarnates time and history in formation. But it is simultaneously the his¬ 
tory of the process of essentialization of literature from “decadence” to 
the ultimate and concentrated expression of literature’s essence in the 
writings of Mallarme. With the latter, the transhistorical meaning of his¬ 
tory as perpetual change has come to an end in what, literally, amounts to 
an end of time itself. Thus des Esseintes, rather than mourning past ages, 
golden or decadent, bewails time itself. It is for the past of history that he 
reaches out. The object of his nostalgia is historical formation in general 
as a thing past. 

From what has developed up to this point, it should be clear that des 
Esseintes’s experience is not only an experience of the essence of time as 
pure change but also, and primarily, of the definitive loss of that essence. 
Hence, rather than living a timeless experience, des Esseintes must be seen 
to hold a wake over the essence of time. Yet, is this thematically powerful 
motif of time as change the only and central assumption regarding time in 
Against Nature ? Is it truly in a position to account for everything that is 
said, and that happens in this novel? 

Take, for example, des Esseintes’s observations on what he calls the 
church’s “hereditary influence on humanity down the ages” (92), and es¬ 
pecially the Church’s decisive role in preserving “the art of past centuries, 
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the lost beauty of the ages. She had kept unchanged [immobilise] ” not only 
“the grace of the patterns of olden days” but, in particular, “original quali¬ 
ties of form and style” (87-88). Although less prominent, is the concept 
of history as the timeless presence of an institution not as powerful a motif 
as the concept of history as perpetual change? But the notion of time as 
formation in general, is perhaps put into question by the novel in a much 
more radical manner than a mere confrontation with its opposite can hope 
to achieve. The very object of the Duke’s yearnings—the essence of time 
or history itself—indeed, rapidly dissolves into a glossary of idiosyncratic, 
and thus unintelligible, linguistic utterances, as the following passage 
reveals: 

Des Esseintes smiled to himself as he glanced at one of the folios lying 
open on his church lectern, thinking that the time would come when a 
learned professor would compile for the decadence of the French language 
a glossary like the one in which the erudite Du Cange had recorded the last 
stammerings, the last paroxisms, the last brilliant sallies of the Latin lan¬ 
guage as it perished of old age in the depths of the medieval monasteries. 
(200) 

Whatever solidity a language may have that allows it to reflect time as 
transition and movement dissolves away in the decomposing universe of a 
vocabulary of totally eccentric and, hence, utterly individualized linguistic 
expressions. What appeared, at first, as the organizing center of the novel 
now presents itself as the fragmentation of the essence of history into a 
plurality of incommensurable and even unintelligible movements. At the 
same time, the novel brings time as change into a hovering confrontation 
with a concept of time as immobility, a confrontation that remains unre¬ 
solved throughout the novel, since des Esseintes’s increasing longing for 
faith does not yet in itself corroborate an interpretation of history in terms 
of immutability. 

If this novel is nonetheless a kind of writing on history, as I have as¬ 
serted, then the threshold experience undergone by des Esseintes will have 
to be understood in still another way—in a manner that, perhaps, leads 
the protagonist’s experience toward the very organization of the text of 
Against Nature. Such an approach would imply an “experience” of time 
and history in some way more fundamental than all of those previously 
discussed. 

Indeed, Against Nature, rather than being centered around one however 
dominant and essential interpretation of history, seems to display a plural¬ 
ity of conflicting concepts of history. In this novel, history and its interpre¬ 
tations appear fragmented and mixed together without a real synthesis in 
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which all these different concepts of history could play one role or an¬ 
other. This lack of an embracing synthesis could serve to explain why, as 
Franfoise Gaillard has put it, this “text is open like a list, a whole that does 
not contain the key for what puts it together since it is by definition for¬ 
eign to the series. It is a linear, potentially infinite text, which, from a 
compositional perspective, achieves completion only through a sleight of 
narration—an infinite text because there is no end to the process of collat¬ 
ing.” 7 Yet, whether the ensuing plurality is a result of a weakness of Huys- 
mans as a writer or thinker, or whether it is not rather the result of a more 
fundamental approach to history by Huysmans himself, must be left open 
here. Instead of elaborating on the textual law of distribution of essentially 
incommensurable concepts of history in Against Nature —a law that by its 
very presence in the text would testify to an innovative understanding of 
history—I will confine myself to discussing a prerequisite task of such an 
endeavor. It is necessary to establish, first, whether all these differing and 
conflicting interpretations of history in Against Nature cannot be made to 
cohere in spite of the tremendous odds against such an enterprise. Indeed, 
far from obeying rules of chance and randomness, most of the interpreta¬ 
tions and concepts are linked together in a very powerful philosophical 
synthesis. The critics like to emphasize that Huysmans could hardly take 
to a philosophy whose arguments he is said to have understood imper¬ 
fectly. 8 However, the at least partial synthesis of the various concepts of 
history that underlies the novel, and that I will attempt to discuss, is an 
impressive construct of thought. It bears witness to a most coherent phi¬ 
losophy of history capable of explaining, at least to a large extent, what 
happens on the thematic level throughout the text of our novel; but, like 
a negative, this construct may also be indicative of the law that, on the 
textual level, rules the different concepts of history at play. One by one, 
I will spell out the elements that enter the philosophical synthesis just 
evoked. 


The Double Seed 

Some critics contend that Huysmans’s presentation of des Esseintes’s an¬ 
cestors in Against Nature is merely a concession to the ideological tenden¬ 
cies of the late nineteenth century. 9 They claim that “one can forget the 
[hero’s] aristocratic origin during the narration, because there will be no 
more mention of the Chateau de Lourps, that is, of the family residence, 
nor of des Esseintes’s aristocratic title.” 10 Undoubtedly, genealogy and its 
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correlative, the theory of degeneration, was a major preoccupation of the 
second half of the nineteenth century. But is Against Nature's evocation of 
the origins of the Duke, as well as of the retrograde evolution of his race— 
the cultural counterpart of the second law of thermodynamics—to be ex¬ 
plained simply by reason of context? 11 This reference to des Esseintes’s 
ancestors is, indeed, only one example of this novel’s general preoccupa¬ 
tion with origins. As I will argue, it is as a whole turned backwards in 
an attempt to explore origins, beginnings, and memories, thus receiving 
whatever meaning it has from its past. Following the lead of his favorite 
painters Moreau and Redon, des Esseintes “shuts out the modern world 
so completely as to behold, in the heart of present-day Paris, the awful 
visions and magical apotheosis of other ages,” (69), and “goes back to 
prehistoric times,” to unearth “the head of. . . [his] ancestors” (73). But 
the presentation of the duke’s antecedents in the prologue is not merely 
one example among others of the constant obsession with origins seen 
throughout the novel: it is a paradigm in more ways than one of that con¬ 
cern. Indeed, a close scrutiny of des Esseintes’s portrait gallery yields a 
number of insights that set the rule for all further preoccupations with 
origins. 

The “gap in the pictorial pedigree” of the chateau’s portrait gallery 
suggests that the family lineage has two founders and that the family’s root 
is irretrievably divided, double. On the one hand there are the “sturdy 
campaigners with forbidding faces” (17), brimming with physical health 
and vigor so as almost to burst from the picture frames within which they 
are imprisoned; and on the other, the pale-faced ancestor with whom the 
family’s decline presumably began. Between both founders all direct links 
are missing (as well as between them and their descendants). Both ances¬ 
tors are unmistakably established as the poles of a divided origin. The root 
is double, there are two kinds of seeds from which two different and op¬ 
posed types of history will emerge. Yet, whereas the good seed and the 
evolution to which it gives rise is almost invisible throughout the novel, 
the germination of the evil seed—of what in the novel is called “the seeds 
of filth [ ordures ] that lie in every man’s heart,” (127; translation modified), 
or “the seeds of iniquity,” (129) remains center stage. Des Esseintes recalls 
an anthem that he once composed after a visit on a rainy day to the sister 
of one of his neurotic mistresses who not only “loved to have her nipples 
macerated in scent,” “but who only really experienced complete and utter 
ecstasy . . . when a lover’s caresses were mingled with the smell... of wet 
plaster from houses built in rainy weather, or of dust thrown up by heavy 
raindrops in a summer thunderstorm.” From this we learn that the seeds 
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of filth and the craving for filthy pleasures that takes hold of the puritanical 
spring up “under the lowering sky, in the humid atmosphere, [when] the 
houses ooze black sweat” (127). Such humidity reaches a climax when, in 
the episode of des Esseintes’s simulated trip to London, the rain joins 
“heaven and earth with its countless threads” (131). 12 Where a “mutual 
attachment” of such kind occurs, one in which the difference between 
opposite poles vanishes, “the leaven of insanity” ferments with an ardor 
similar to that which characterizes des Esseintes’s friendship with the 
youth with the “two great liquid eyes” (116-17). I n addition, the liquifying 
medium in which this germination of the evil seed takes place appears as 
a medium of reflection. The memory of the above mentioned visit occurs 
while the duke is seated in front of “a long looking glass in a wrought iron 
frame that held the mirror imprisoned like still green water inside the 
moon-silvered curbstone of a well” (118). Des Esseintes looks through it 
as through a window, remembering how he at that time “had gone to the 
window and, through its dusty panes, had seen the muddy street stretching 
into the distance”—“This scene, though it belonged to a remote past, 
suddenly presented itself to him in astonishing detail. Pantin was there 
before him, bustling and alive in the dead green water of the moon- 
rimmed mirror into which his unthinking gaze was directed” (127). The 
culture medium for the successful germination of the evil seed is nothing 
less than the fluidizing medium of reflection in which opposites become 
liquefied. 


Retrogressions 

The story of the decline of the duke’s race is described as having “clearly 
followed a regular course” of progressive effeminization in a ruinous proc¬ 
ess of using up all its energy until, of that family which once had been very 
large, “only one descendent was still living: the Duke Jean des Esseintes” 
(17). It is the story of a continuous erosion and relentless exhaustion of 
the forces of life. This continuity is emphasized by the fact that, by some 
freak of heredity, the last scion of the family bears a striking resemblance 
to that ancestor of the family with whom its decline presumably began. 
The fruit of this history of continuous retrograde evolution is manifestly 
a most singular and peculiar character. But, as will be seen, this is not 
particularly surprising since the process of degeneration experienced by 
des Esseintes—a process that repeats in a movement of retrogression the 
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beginning in the end—culminates in extreme singularization and particu¬ 
larization. As the text of Against Nature shows, such historical continuity 
has a price: its origin is strangely marked off from this history’s relentless 
course since not only the portraits of the descendents of the family found¬ 
ers are missing in the pictorial pedigree, but those of the first decadent as 
well. In short, the type of history that characterizes des Esseintes’s life is 
marked by continuity (based on resemblance) and progression. Its process 
of unflagging erosion results in radical singularity. The end repeats the 
origin of the process thus creating seamless continuity, although that ori¬ 
gin is itself clearly in retreat from what it fosters. For the moment one can 
only speculate on the reasons for such a discrepancy between origin and 
what it engenders. The origin that the reader is presently dealing with is 
obviously that of the evil seed causing a continuous decline. Keeping that 
seed at a marked distance from what it makes possible seems to achieve 
two things: 

Although the evil seed wears out the forces of life, the seed itself re¬ 
mains untouched, that is, durable, everlasting, a true origin. This perma¬ 
nence of the evil seed animates des Esseintes’s vision of “the virus of 
distant ages,” of a syphilis inflicting its unceasing torments on humanity: 
“Ever since the beginning of the world, from generation to generation, all 
living creatures had handed down the inexhaustible heritage, the everlast¬ 
ing disease that ravaged the ancestors of man and even ate into the bones 
of the old fossils that were being dug up at the present time” (101-102). 
The evil seed, in the same way as the virus which “without ever abating 
.. . had traveled down the ages” (102), is the cause of history as corruption 
and decline, but is itself without history. 13 

Keeping the seeds of filth and iniquity separate from the continuous 
process of degradation can also serve a tendency to move away from it, 
against its grain, so to speak. To distance history as a trend of increasing 
dissipation of vigor and energy from its origin in a seed of corruption 
brings that process under the control, perhaps, of a different seed. As al¬ 
ready seen, the semen is double, and what has been caused by evil may 
well, in the last resort, appear as only a detour for the good seed to mani¬ 
fest itself. 

Before pursuing this line of questioning, I will first determine with 
greater accuracy the sort of history engendered by the origin of decadence. 
This can be illustrated, in particular, by the retrograde evolution that 
characterizes the events following the duke’s departure from Paris. Des 
Esseintes is forced to shut himself up in his retreat at Fontenay when, 
having tasted “every imaginable experience [satisfait cTavoir tout epuise \” 
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(23), that is, the sheer totality of all possible sensuous experiences, he has 
reached a point of total exhaustion, disillusion, and utter loneliness. Des 
Esseintes has indulged in increasingly unnatural pleasures, falling each 
time one step lower, steeping in his nakedness, like his mistresses in the 
tinted atmosphere of his boudoir “where mirror echoed mirror, and every 
wall reflected an endless succession of pink boudoirs” (25). He emerges 
from this life as a totally particularized and naked physical body. In this 
process of unrelenting decline—here of the Duke’s life as a corporeal 
being—singularization is thus also a function of reflection, more precisely 
of an attempt to achieve totalization by means of a specular mirroring. 
Instead of engendering the generality or universality commonly associated 
with the reflexive process, in this case, reflection serves the retrograde 
tendencies of a history that points back beyond its origin to a state of 
ultimate and hopeless particularization far inferior to the starting point of 
the whole process itself. No wonder then if des Esseintes feels compelled 
to attempt a new beginning. 

When towards the end of his life of depravity the duke gives a funeral 
feast to mark the personal misfortune of his temporarily deceased virility, 
this extravagant caprice undoubtedly serves to illustrate the host’s eccen¬ 
tricity. But this event, closely associated with the “natural death” of his 
taste for extravagancies, also represents the beginning of a life after sex, so 
to speak. It is the end of one cycle and the beginning of a new one, one 
situated on the higher level of the pure sphere of the spirit in total abstrac¬ 
tion from the world and its carnal entanglements. Indeed, the world of des 
Esseintes at Fontenay is one in which nature has made room for the man¬ 
made, the artificial. In this world, matter’s solidity dissolves in the gleam¬ 
ing form of stones ablaze with fire, in the most volatile of substances, 
perfumes, and in the spirituous beverages whose very names already sig¬ 
nify their spiritual qualities. This is a world in which des Esseintes can 
withdraw from all aggressions and solidly sensual acts, a world where sen¬ 
suous desires are satisfied by illusions and ingenious trickery, which alter 
in turn the nature of these desires themselves. In the episode of the nour¬ 
ishing peptone enema, the bodily processes of digestion and elimination 
are inverted so as to modify radically the natural need of eating. Relayed 
by memories of past erotic feats, sexuality is also transformed: women take 
part in des Esseintes’s universe at Fontenay only under the reduced form 
of a female essence crystallized in the amorous aroma of a certain kind of 
bonbon. In this world, time exists only as time past, that is, in the form of 
the memories of des Esseintes’s whole life, or as the history of the arts 
which, as des Esseintes’s reflections on Mallarme reveal, is a consummated 
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history. In other words, unlike the world of physical pleasures in des Es- 
seintes’s previous life, this is a life against nature, lived against the grain in 
order to achieve purity independent from the senses and, thus, a life of 
spirituality exclusively concerned with simulacra of nature in the shape of 
artifacts, memories, or essences. 

In his famous letter of May 20, 1883, to Huysmans, Zola expressed his 
displeasure with what he viewed as a total lack of evolution in Against 
Nature. He writes: “What I object to is that des Esseintes is as mad at the 
beginning as he is at the end, and that there is no progression whatso¬ 
ever.” 14 Huysmans responded to this by saying that in his description of 
the various phases of des Esseintes’s neurosis, he followed their scientific 
progression as set forth by two medical authorities—Bouchut and d’Axen- 
feld. He was thus forced to “place the alterations of hearing at the end 
although they would have stood out better if inserted between other chap¬ 
ters which they would have helped to subdue and distance from one an¬ 
other.” 15 Huysmans thus calls Zola’s attention to the fact that des 
Esseintes’s life at Fontenay is not without progression. On the contrary, it 
follows the history of the development of a neurosis, a procedure that, 
ironically, is very much in conformity with the naturalist canon. Yet, more 
important at this point is the fact that by modeling the history of des 
Esseintes’s crisis and experiences on the history of troubled senses that 
afflict neurotics, Huysmans shows that the history of des Esseintes’s spiri¬ 
tual aspirations is also under the spell of a merely natural history. Indeed, 
it is a history not unlike the one that causes the hero to hasten toward 
utmost physical exhaustion in his worldly life. During the last days at Fon¬ 
tenay, des Esseintes must recognize as well, “that there was nothing to be 
done, nothing whatsoever, that it was all over” (219), the only difference 
being that this time it is the attempt to embrace the totality of everything 
spiritual and elevated that has failed and that has left him both bodily 
and spiritually wasted. But the mode of evolution that characterizes des 
Esseintes’s world of spirit resembles the history of natural bodies not only 
because of the decline and dissipation of energy involved, but also because 
it uses totalization and reflection as a means to reach that goal. 

The new milieu that the Duke creates for himself at Fontenay is very 
much like his previous boudoir. It is a place where des Esseintes, under 
the influence of a truly specular and encyclopedic disease, experiences the 
totality of all possible sensations and savors the entirety of the essences of 
all things. Fontenay also resembles the boudoir insofar as it reproduces its 
mirror gallery with its ad infinitum reflections, the only difference being 
that correspondence and perfect reflection are now sought on the level of 
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inner experiences. The result of this totalization through reflection be¬ 
comes fully apparent in the final stage of his neurosis when he asks his 
servant to hand him a mirror and scarcely recognizes himself. The totaliz¬ 
ing process of reflection has left him hopelessly hollowed out, physically 
but even more morally and spiritually. In the same way that des Esseintes’s 
desire “to advertise his individuality” [se singulariser\ in his worldly life 
(26), culminates in the nakedness of his particularized body, his spiritual 
individualization at Fontenay climaxes, with natural necessity, in the mere 
nakedness of his singularized soul. Instead of spiritual laws, laws of physi¬ 
cal nature continue to inform des Esseintes’s attempts at spiritual reforma¬ 
tion. Like the history of his body, that of his psyche remains a piece of 
natural history. 

To sum up: the continuous development of the evil seed through a 
process of erosion that reaches back beyond this process’s beginning, char¬ 
acterizes the type of history under consideration as a repetitive one. In¬ 
deed, with each abortion, the process rebounds on a higher level only to 
fail more radically. With each attempt at a new beginning, des Esseintes’s 
state of extreme singularization becomes more desperate. For Huysmans, 
natural history informs such a historical “dialectic.” Yet, as I have argued, 
this history is not only that of nature itself, it also haunts nature’s simula¬ 
cra. Its power is even more pervasive in them to the extent that its rule has 
been refined here and acquires the very nature of ideality 


The Song of Anonymity 

But Against Nature also refers to another type of history, one in which the 
present is not continuously redrawn to the nightmares of a past it seeks to 
escape. Indeed, not all of des Esseintes’ recollections and memories are 
unpleasant. The years spent with the Jesuit fathers, for instance, represent 
pleasant memories. At a time when he was scarcely aware of the priests’ 
control, he lived a perfectly contented life in the Jesuit school. Although 
des Esseintes had always believed “that he had shaken off all his old ties 
and fetters,” at Fontenay, he begins to wonder whether the conditioning 
to which his old masters had subjected him had not secretly gained a hold 
on him. “Ele began to wonder whether the seed which had fallen on appar¬ 
ently barren ground was not showing signs of germinating” (86). And he 
concludes: “ever since boyhood, and without knowing it, I’ve had this 
leaven inside me, ready to ferment” (87). 
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Reliving his whole life, des Esseintes becomes aware of another origin 
in his life, of a different seed implanted in him. Unquestionably, this origin 
is that of the good seed, of the one that germinates secretly and whose 
progress is all the more continuous in that it takes place in silence. As the 
seed of true spirituality, its laws of progression, and the type of history 
that it animates are free of the avatars that affect natural history. As Gaston 
Bachelard has noted, the images of the seed, grain, and leaven suggest 11 a 
privileged becoming, a substantified becoming.” 16 As synonyms of “elevated 
substance [substance majoree],’’ the development to which they give rise is 
that of a substantialist history characterized by true continuity and steady 
progression. 17 

After des Esseintes’s failure to overcome his physical ruin by recoiling 
upon himself in an attempt at self-spiritualization, the pursuit of the good 
seed appears as the sole means to regain strength and to recover from his 
psychic exhaustion. The title A Rebours —against the grain—stresses this 
need for gathering forces either by returning reflexively into self—the 
novel is proof of the necessary failure of such a recoiling upon oneself—or 
by seeking to reconnect oneself to an origin that is no longer of the order 
of genealogy and natural subjectivity. The novel does not disclose the out¬ 
come of this attempt. The reader is told only that it is des Esseintes’s last 
chance to bring his desperate situation to an end. 

The order in which the duke’s hallucinations are presented is said to 
follow the natural history of neurosis. Although Huysmans’s fidelity to the 
medical authorities may have impaired the overall aesthetic effects of the 
novel, as he implied in his letter to Zola, the aural illusions des Esseintes 
suffers “when the complaint has entered its final phase” (201) and the 
process of psychic singularization reached at its climax are by nature and 
content an integral part of the drama. They represent the culminating 
point of a psychic derangement modeled on natural history, but also a 
turning point. Indeed, the waves of music by which des Esseintes’s disor¬ 
dered brain is carried away, are those of the plainsong, that is, of “the 
idiom [le verbe\ of the ancient Church, the very soul of the Middle Ages” 
(202). They plunge him once more “into the religious atmosphere [tourbil- 
lons mystiques\ of his adolescence” (201). Although they represent the final 
crisis of his spiritual ordeals and of the history of his ailments, the aural 
hallucinations also transport des Esseintes beyond his state of hopeless 
singularization and idiosyncratic subjectivity: “It was the sempiternal 
prayer, sung and modulated to accord with the movements of the soul, the 
diuturnal hymn which had risen for centuries past towards the Most 
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High” (202). Whereas the history of des Esseintes’s life and all his at¬ 
tempts at reformation is a story of greater and greater singularization, the 
type of music that he hears in the last phase of his illness evokes the univer¬ 
sality he tried in vain to achieve for himself. The magnificent chant, “the 
very voice” (202) of the Middle Ages, is the voice of a past that is not 
individual, of a past of “powerful unison” of transsubjective origin. In his 
final illusions des Esseintes is carried back by the voice of the plainsong—a 
song “created by the genius of the Church, as impersonal and anonymous 
as the organ itself, whose inventor is unknown” (202)—to an origin in 
whose universal light all attempts to seek grounding in self-reflection ap¬ 
pear to fade. With it the end of history as natural history and as a process 
of increasing singularization seems to have come into view. 


The Byways ofHistoiy 

Apparently, no greater contrast can be imagined than between the two 
types of history originating in seeds as different as the good and the evil 
seed. Yet, the reader still knows very little of the sort of history that I have 
termed substantialist. It is not a history accessible to the eye. Its ways are 
tortuous. Indeed, the history originating in the good seed is revealed only 
indirectly. 18 

Reflecting on the “poetic and poignant atmosphere of Catholicism in 
which he had been steeped as a boy, and whose essence he had absorbed 
through every pore” (93), des Esseintes arrives at “the conclusion that his 
activities in the course of his social life had all originated in the education 
he had received.” Not only his worldly life but his life at Fontenay as 
well spells that same influence. Recalling the Jesuit Fathers, des Esseintes 
observes that “they had implanted in him a certain taste for things super¬ 
natural \du merveilleux\ which had slowly and imperceptibly taken root in 
his soul, [and which] was now blossoming out in these secluded condi¬ 
tions” (88). “His penchant for artificiality and his love of eccentricity 
could surely be explained as the result of sophistical studies, superterres¬ 
trial subtleties, semi-theological speculations; fundamentally, they were 
ardent aspirations towards an ideal, towards an unknown universe, towards 
a distant beatitude, as utterly desirable as that promised by the Scriptures” 
(88-89). The good seed implanted in des Esseintes as a young boy does 
not germinate directly, it blossoms and unfolds in its very opposite, and 
according to the latter’s own logic and history. Des Esseintes thus hatches 
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the inculcated superhuman ideal under the form of the seeds of filth, in 
short the monstrous, the sacrilegious, and sensual pleasure. 

While implanting an extra-human ideal in this soul of his, which it had 
thoroughly impregnated and which a hereditary tendency dating from the 
reign of Henry in had possibly preconditioned, the Christian religion had 
also instilled an unlawful ideal of voluptuous pleasure; licentious and mysti¬ 
cal obsessions merged together to haunt his brain, which was affected with 
stubborn longing to escape the vulgarities of life and, ignoring the dictates 
of consecrated custom, to plunge into new and original ecstasies, into par¬ 
oxysms celestial or accursed, but equally exhausting in the waste of phos¬ 
phorus they involved. (117) 

Indeed, this good seed provokes an instant rebellion against it. In its wake, 
“ideas of monstrous depravity” come to him (91). Yet, the profanities to 
which the duke resorts are always “profanities foreseen in the Confessor’s 
Manual” (91). As des Esseintes’s musings about the writings of Barbey 
d’Aurevilly clearly reveal, the various forms of corruption in which he in¬ 
dulges are all forms of “a spiritual debauch, ... a wholly idealistic, wholly 
Christian aberration.” They are forms of devotion under an impious face, 
since the flouting of Christian precepts that they presuppose, “actually 
observes (them) in topsy-turvy [a rebours ] fashion” (162). 

The same is also to be said about des Esseintes’s predilection for the 
artificial. Ultimately his horror of nature is only understandable against 
the backdrop of its Christian condemnation as the low, as that which lacks 
spirit, in short, as a product of the Fall. The duke’s desire to construct an 
entirely artificial world against nature, aims at nothing less than a redemp¬ 
tion from matter. Hence, des Esseintes’s life as a debauche, as well as his 
attempt at shutting himself up in the artificial world of Fontenay must be 
read in the same manner as his experiment with Langlois, that is, as a 
secular parable, as an allegory not of universal education as in the case of 
the young man, but of Christian truth. 

The good seed, which does not develop in and by itself, grows under 
the form of its other—indirectly. Its growth and blossoming only become 
manifest in the accelerating process of continuous dissipation by which 
the decadent reaches a point of effeminization and exhaustion from which 
return is no longer possible. The good seed unfolds in a history of loss, 
that is, in a topsy-turvy fashion. When, after having slaved hard to lose his 
potency as well as his physical and mental health, des Esseintes has rid 
himself of everything human, the good seed has finally come into its own. 
Against Nature is thus the narrative of a seed that develops only against the 
grain. 
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Two parallel histories in which one surreptitiously engenders the other 
can consequently be shown to inform Against Nature's narrative. Yet, is it 
possible to distinguish clearly these two histories? Are their two seeds truly 
that different, especially since the good seed evolves only as the bad seed? 
Perhaps one may want to object that such a conception of history is only 
one toward which nostalgic memories of Catholicism impel neurotics such 
as des Esseintes and d’Aurevilly, whose state of mind the Duke character¬ 
izes as “at once devout and impious” (164). But is des Esseintes’s state of 
mind not revelatory of a rather intricate problem about history, and hence 
a privileged state? The novel’s final indecision as to the outcome of des 
Esseintes’s experiments makes it questionable whether the pure grain has 
blossomed, and whether it was truly different from the one whose devel¬ 
opments were manifest. Indeed, if the good grain could evolve only against 
the grain, is it not precisely because even this good history is still a natural 
history? As Bachelard notes: “The germ is what is most natural, the least 
modifiable.” 19 The privileged form of becoming to which it gives rise—a 
substantialist becoming—is precisely a function of its natural quality as 
seed. But if this is the case, then however necessary the distinction between 
the two types of history—natural and spiritual—it cannot ultimately be 
maintained. The past is double, certainly, but the more decisive discovery 
that des Esseintes may have made is that duplicity cannot, in the last re¬ 
sort, be made meaningful, because a past more radical than that of the 
principles of good and evil, spirit and nature, substantialist history and 
natural retrograde evolution, prevents such a distinction from being made 
once and for all. 


Climacteric 

The story of the events occurring at Fontenay, as well as of his previous 
life, is the story of the activation of the good seed in the guise of the 
history to which the seed of evil gives rise. Des Esseintes’s quest for spiri¬ 
tuality through total corruption is followed by an attempt to achieve this 
same goal through a life of artificiality. The novel explains the obliqueness 
of des Esseintes’s quest as a wholly Christian aberration. In the same way 
as d’Aurevilly is shown to be “constantly tacking to and fro between two 
channels of Catholic belief which eventually run into one” (160), des Es¬ 
seintes also zigzags between opposites. Such solidarity of extremes is 
clearly tied to the spirit of Christianity as understood by the duke. But 
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since the natural history of des Esseintes’s forbidden pleasures and experi¬ 
ments in artificiality is the “bastard child of Catholicism” (162), a mere 
afterimage of religion, it thus causes the hero’s struggle between the op¬ 
posing extremes to be less irresolute than the reference in the text to the 
ass of Buridan might suggest. The question then arises as to whether these 
extremes can be distinguished at all and held apart from one another. If 
the spiritual can only manifest itself under the form of its opposite, one 
must ask whether the ideal history of the good semen can be thought 
independently of its afterimage in the first place. 

In order to clarify this problem I will very briefly discuss a series of 
interrelated images and themes in the novel. The episode concerning the 
memory of an abominable toothache, and the subsequent atrocious scene 
of the extraction of the aching tooth, during which des Esseintes believes 
that “his head was being pulled off and his skull smashed in” (62), may 
serve as a point of departure. Indeed, since the result of this operation is a 
joyful sensation of feeling “ten years younger and taking an interest in the 
most insignificant things” (62), spiritualization may reveal itself to be a 
function of a violent extraction of the lower material substratum, here a 
tooth, whose phallic symbolism is clearly stressed throughout the novel. 
What this episode establishes is that idealization in fact presupposes ex¬ 
traction, castration, or decapitation, in short, the removal of everything 
material and sensual from the body. It is not by chance that des Esseintes 
remembers this scene just before he discovers that his gilded tortoise has 
departed this life. Far from simply representing the first in a series of fail¬ 
ures that, as some critics have suggested, would lead to des Esseintes’s final 
collapse, the tortoise’s death achieves one decisive objective—the purifi¬ 
cation of its gold-glazed shell from everything lowly that a tortoise repre¬ 
sents. 20 It is by virtue of this purification that this gigantic jewel blazes “as 
brightly as any sun, throwing out its rays over the carpet” (54). The word 
tortoise, like the French tortile, stems from the popular Latin tartaruca, 
which designates, as the popular Greek expression tartaroukos as well, an 
infernal beast from the Tartarus. Indeed, the traditional symbol of the 
tortoise represents an animal of darkness and evil, struggling against spirit, 
light, and everything elevated. Des Esseintes’s decision to turn this symbol 
of material existence into a blazing jewel is a first attempt to spiritualize 
the creature of the Tartarus, to transform darkness into light. But the ani¬ 
mal itself still stands in the way of a successful idealization. It is not the 
appropriate inhabitant of the shell that has been made a “jeweled cibo- 
rium” (62). It must be put to death, extracted like an aching tooth so to 
speak, from its gilded carapace. Matter and animality must die before the 
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tortoise can become a ciborium, a vessel for the reserved sacrament. This 
cuplike vessel, shaped, as its name implies, after the seed vessel of the 
Egyptian water lily ( kiborion ), points toward the great lotus blossom that 
Salome holds in her hand in the first of the two paintings by Moreau that 
des Esseintes owns. 

In this painting, Salome, ablaze with fire from her “jeweled cuirass” 
(647), resembles des Esseintes’s gigantic tortoise. Like this chthonic ani¬ 
mal, she too is described as a “monstrous Beast,” “the symbolic incarna¬ 
tion of undying Lust,” the Goddess of immortal Hysteria, the accursed 
Beauty exalted above all other beauties by the catalepsy that hardens her 
flesh (66). Like the tortoise, which also stands for the female sex organ 
as well as for turgidity, Salome reunites the attributes of femininity and 
masculinity. 21 Her cosmic meaning, emphasized by the reference in the 
text to the theogonies of the Far East, is evident: she represents the phallic 
mother, or primary matter. Consequently, Salome’s jeweled cuirass is also 
a “soiled vessel” (66), whose material and sensual content must be extir¬ 
pated to make room for a higher principle. The lotus blossom signifies 
such purification. Meditating on the meaning of this emblem that Salome 
holds in her hand, des Esseintes surmises that the painter perhaps “had 
remembered the sepulcral rites of ancient Egypt, the solemn ceremonies 
of embalmment, when practitioners and priests lay out the dead woman’s 
body on a slab of jasper, then with curved needles extract her brains 
through the nostrils, her entrails through an opening made in the left side, 
and finally, before gilding her nails and her teeth, before anointing the 
corpse with oils and spices, insert into her sexual parts, to purify them, the 
chaste petals of the divine flower” (66-67). Violently emptied of its mate¬ 
rial content, Salome becomes a purified vessel in which lower matter will 
have made room for the great emptiness at the center of the lotus, which 
is believed to symbolize internal spiritual potentialities. 22 

In all these examples idealization is a function of a violent evacuation 
of matter, material and animal life from a vessel which thus becomes the 
container for its very opposite: spirit. Yet, as one can also learn from the 
text, such extirpation is never entirely successful. Its result is not pure. It 
is an operation that leaves an inevitable wound whose mark the spirit will 
continue to carry. 

Des Esseintes’s nightmare after having acquired his collection of bi¬ 
zarre plants may help to clarify what has just been suggested. But first, it 
must be remarked that these floral follies represent for des Esseintes the 
most radical subjection of nature to art, since by producing the depraved 
and unhealthy species in question, art has fully naturalized the antinatural 
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and artificial. “She has at last submitted” (102), the duke remarks and 
concludes, his gaze drawn and held by the horrible markings of some of 
these flowers, that “it all comes down to syphilis in the end” (101). The 
syphilization of nature is the zenith of art—the final evacuation of nature. 
But as des Esseintes’s dream reveals—a dream whose full complexity I 
cannot unfold here—such excision of nature, matter, and animality does 
not simply dispose of nature to the advantage of art and spirit. 23 Des Es¬ 
seintes’s dream image of Syphilis, of the woman of ambiguous origin be¬ 
cause of no (male) sex, between whose uplifted thighs he beholds the 
“savage Nidularium blossoming . . . with its sword blades gaping open to 
expose the bloody depths” (106), is the image of extirpated nature, that is, 
of spirit incarnate. The amputation of nature leaves a “hideous flesh- 
wound” (106), a gaping castrated sex which, as the mother’s mark of 
longed-for spirit, is indistinguishable from it. The spirit that replaces na¬ 
ture is, paradoxically, a nature more hideous than ever. It stares at des 
Esseintes with the medusing face of a castrated and castrating female sex— 
the great pox, the flower, the virus. Spirit is violated nature in propria 
persona. In its birthmark, face and mutilated sex fuse into one. 

The ideal, the good semen of spiritual history, can thus not be set off 
unequivocally against natural history. Ideal history carries not only the 
birthmark of natural history; it is indistinguishable from mutilated nature 
itself. The total exhaustion in which the reader finds des Esseintes at the 
end of the novel is the result of a fetal dialectic, which causes the expelled 
to return, and more grotesque than ever. By now it should be clear that 
this dialectic proceeds by making one step forward in order to take two 
steps back. It is a regress from the ideal well beyond nature itself. It leads 
not only away from the development of the good seed, but also falls short 
of natural history as well. This dialectic reverts to a past beyond the double 
past of the good and evil seed whose interplay, at first, seemed to account 
for all of des Esseintes’s successes and failures. 

It is said of Baudelaire, for whom des Esseintes’s admiration knows no 
bounds, that he had gone further than all writers hitherto, who, in their 
analysis “of human nature stopped short at the speculations, good or bad, 
classified by the Church” (146). While these authors limited themselves 
to exploring the double past of the good and evil seed and their interplay, 
Baudelaire, by contrast, 

had descended to the bottom of the inexhaustible mine, had picked his way 
along abandoned or unexplored galleries, and had finally reached those dis¬ 
tricts of the soul where the monstrous vegetations of the sick mind flourish. 




Scenarios for a Theory 


168 


There, near the breeding-ground of intellectual aberrations and diseases 
of the mind—the mystical tetanus, the burning fever of lust, the typhoids 
and yellow fevers of crime—he had found, hatching in the dismal forcing- 
house of ennui , the frightening climacteric [retour d'age\ of thoughts and 
emotions. (146-47) 

Of Edgar Allan Poe, another of des Esseintes’s favorite writers, one reads 
that “if Baudelaire had made out among the hieroglyphics of the soul the 
critical age of thought and feeling, it was Poe who, in the sphere of morbid 
psychology, had carried out the closest scrutiny of the will” (191). Baude¬ 
laire is shown to have reached back beyond the opposition of natural and 
ideal past, sounding “instead those deeper, deadlier, longer-lasting 
wounds that are inflicted by satiety, disillusion, and contempt upon souls 
tortured by the present, disgusted by the past, terrified and dismayed by 
the future” (147-48). He discovered the monstrous past of an illness of 
thought and feelings that does not represent the simple opposite of good 
as conceived by the Church. In addition to this, Poe, according to des 
Esseintes, brought to light an originary lethargy of the faculties and of all 
forms of activity, a primitive torpor or stupor. Both authors, hunting down 
like spiritual surgeons the essence of thought or volition, discovered the 
“virtues and vices of a perfectly healthy sort” (146), on the near side of an 
origin of a different and more originary kind. Only “the mind that has 
reached the October of its sensations” is able to reflect on this hereditary 
past of “morbid depravities and otherworldly aspirations” (146-47), des 
Esseintes remarks. 

By regressing in the climacteric of life to an origin beyond the neat 
distinctions of good and evil, normal and pathological, des Esseintes can 
be said to have arrived at an experience of a past more radical than that of 
the two germs from which both natural and ideal history spring forth. In 
the autumn of history, he recalls a past that cannot be understood in terms 
of the double history that arises from it. It is a past of history more archaic 
than history’s double past and the dialectic of its intertwining develop¬ 
ments. The return of this ultimate past whose monstrous disorder ruins 
from the beginning the possibility of the good seed’s blossoming, and with 
it that of another, nonnatural history, reveals the limits of history. But 
what des Esseintes experiences in this manner as an origin more archaic 
than history’s inevitably double beginning, is not simply a more funda¬ 
mental essence of history. Its morbid and chaotic nature beyond good and 
evil, the normal and the pathological, in short, beyond what is commonly 
construed as essential, prohibits all such characterization. Instead of an 
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essence, des Esseintes experiences that which cannot be experienced—a 
law that rules over an irreducible plurality of origins of history, and that 
thus represents the inner limit of any one among them. Yet because the 
hero of Against Nature is made to experience what in truth is also the 
October of all experience, he can only gather a negative image of it. In 
order to have his hero live the limits of history and time, of the law that in 
Against Nature organizes as a text the distribution and the interplay of the 
various concepts of history broached in the novel, Huysmans must endow 
des Esseintes’s experience with such negative attributes of consciousness 
as retrogressive teleology and morbid disorder. Small wonder then that 
des Esseintes can face such a threatening insight only by beseeching the 
Lord for the gift of faith. Experiencing limit of time and history that can¬ 
not be experienced—in a manner similar to Baudelaire, whom he describes 
as having expressed the inexpressible (148)—des Esseintes can behold 
these limits in, at best, apocalyptic terms. To the end of time, however, 
parousia is the lone and only answer of consciousness. 




PART II 

Parting with the Paradigms 




CHAPTER 7 


Beginnings and Endings 


In Meaning in History, published in 1949, Karl Lowith argues that modern 
historical consciousness—that is, modern philosophy of history as the his¬ 
tory of open-ended progress—originates in modernity’s self-delusion of 
having radically emancipated itself from Christian faith, and, in particular, 
from its conception of sacred history as a history of salvation. 1 The philos¬ 
ophy of history, Lowith contends, is a secular replacement for eschatologi¬ 
cal theology. The history of the remarkable influence that this book has 
exercised on the secularization debate, which arose in Germany in the 
sixties along with the intellectual movement of conceptual history ( Begriffs- 
geschichte), still needs to be written. As testimony of this influence, let me 
only point to the heated debates that Lowith’s criticism of the notion of 
progress provoked in those years and, in particular, the extensive objec¬ 
tions that were raised against his notion of secularization by Hans Blu- 
menberg in The Legitimacy of the Modem Age. 2 Blumenberg has pointed 
out that the concept of secularization—especially Lowith’s use of the term 
to account for modernity—rests on a substantialist conception of history. 
The expectation of a second coming—promised by the event of Jesus 
Christ which opens up history as a worldly interim, and which as the antic¬ 
ipated event of the end-time is believed to put an ultimate end to his¬ 
tory—is indicative of the one substance that also subtends modern, that is, 
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secular historical consciousness, and underwrites the continuity between 
past and present despite all appearances to the contrary. Indeed, the idea 
of a secular world with its belief in infinite progress is not simply a dissolu¬ 
tion of Christian faith. According to Lowith, modern historical conscious¬ 
ness may place a world of immanence, in which human reason alone 
shapes the course of history, in opposition to a history predicated on di¬ 
vine transcendence and intervention, but this merely transforms the his¬ 
tory of salvation, which expects that the end of history is imminent, into an 
open-ended history in which mankind steadily raises itself to ever greater 
happiness. Moreover, the worldliness of modern times and this new con¬ 
ception of history are not only the result of a transformation of religious 
believes and theological conceptions. Dialectical theology has gone as far 
as to argue that the modern forgetfulness of transcendence is a necessary 
and inevitable moment—a providential happening, in short—in the his¬ 
tory of salvation itself since it brings the Christian to concentrate on that 
which separates him from this world. Thus secularization in fact promises 
nothing less than purification, and the fulfilling reinstitution of Christian¬ 
ity itself. 

In any event, if the modern world is a secularized version of the Chris¬ 
tian world, this not only means that by transforming essential tenets that 
are the legitimate property of Christianity, modernity has deprived Chris¬ 
tianity of what intrinsically belongs to it. Because of this expropriation 
and subsequent transformation of an identifiable substrate, the historical 
category of secularization is, as Blumenberg has pointed out, much more 
than a strictly historical category—it is essentially a category of illegiti¬ 
macy and injustice. While the category of secularization fosters continuity 
between this modern world and that Christian world, it also suggests, be¬ 
yond the former’s objective spiritual indebtedness to the latter, that the 
foundation of the modern age is essentially illegitimate. Not only is a 
worldly world a derivative and inauthentic formation, rather than a world 
in its own right, it is also based on an illegitimate infringement upon divine 
property rights. The notion of secularization is thus, perhaps, the last the- 
ologumenon. Its aim is to blame the secular inheritors of theology for 
having disowned and plundered Christian property in order to inaugurate 
a new epoch which is under the delusion that it is a free and autonomous 
formation. Therefore, Blumenberg is led to wonder whether the concept 
of secularization has anything to do with history to begin with. Not only 
is secularization, as a category, unable to account for sudden ruptures, 
autonomous innovations, or chance events but its function is to negate, in 
the name of a privileged substance that guarantees continuity, all novelty, 
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any fresh beginning. Such attempts or events are cast in terms of illegiti¬ 
mate appropriations of what in essence is the sacred property of Christian¬ 
ity and its universe. Indeed, secularization as a historical category is 
primarily a category constitutive of Christianity’s self-explanation in the 
face of history and hence theological, if not ideological, in nature. Instead 
of serving a genuine understanding of history, this notion furthers inter¬ 
ests and agendas that are extraneous, if not hostile, to a true theory of 
history, whatever that may be. 

Lowith’s secularization thesis, which encountered rather severe criti¬ 
cism from the advocates of the burgeoning Begriffsgeschichte, should in 
principle have received a much friendlier reception in North America, 
particularly among literary critics who, in the wake of New Criticism, 
sought to account for contemporary trends in literature from a primarily 
historical perspective. Apart from either Marxist-oriented or merely posi¬ 
tivistic literary historians, the representatives of the dominant form of lit¬ 
erary and historical criticism in North America in the 1960s and 1970s are 
unmistakably secular thinkers. Not only do they make explicit use of the 
category of secularization, but their work also pursues many other aspects 
of Lowith’s developments in Meaning in History. As I intend to show in 
what follows, the theological underpinnings of this conception of histori¬ 
cal literary criticism manifest themselves in that its proponents inevitably 
fashion the history that they outline as one that is end-time oriented. Al¬ 
though it came into being largely as a reaction to New Criticism, this form 
of literary criticism targeted at the same time more contemporary critical 
trends, above all the approach that focuses on the inner form of the literary 
text—that is, on the text’s self-referentiality and self-reflexivity—and 
which it therefore branded as ahistorical. I will argue that this kind of 
criticism, the so-called deconstructive literary criticism, is only one side 
of the coin, the other of which is secular historical criticism. Its alleged 
ahistoricity is eminently historical, and is just as much indebted to the 
theological categories of history as the former. Rather than standing in a 
relation of opposition, both forms of criticism call upon and mirror each 
other; they are both complicitous in promoting the same type of sacred 
history in a secular form. 

In Truth and Method , Hans-Georg Gadamer contends that nineteenth- 
century historicism never truly escaped romantic hermeneutics, that is, the 
idea of an uninterrupted continuity of world history that, beginning in 
Greece, took shape, according to Leopold von Ranke, as the self-exposi¬ 
tion of the creative force of this culture or, as Wilhelm Dilthey suggests, 
of life itself, in order to find its ultimate realization and expression in the 
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cultural and historical world of the Occident as a whole. Because of this 
assumption, historicism belies its pretension of being a science grounded 
in experience ( Etfahnmgswissenschaft) and a science based on facts. If Ga- 
damer’s judgment of historicism is correct, it is all the more true of the 
literary historical criticism I have in mind. Despite all its erudition and 
the distinctive differences between its proponents—Rene Girard, Frank 
Kermode, and Edward Said, to name a few—this criticism presupposes a 
similar understanding of the continuity of history. Yet, as the central cate¬ 
gory of secularization within this brand of historical criticism demon¬ 
strates, it is not, as Aby Warburg and Ernst Robert Curtius have made the 
case, the living on of the classical past that secures the continuity of West¬ 
ern literature throughout the ages but an enduring Christian substance. 
Although the historical approach that one finds in at least those works that 
will be my prime focus—Edward Said’s Beginnings and Frank Kermode’s 
The Sense of an Ending —is avowedly a thoroughly secular one, what imme¬ 
diately strikes the eye is that this historical criticism is also an attempt to 
meet the challenge posed by contemporary literature. Indeed, it is as if the 
secularization thesis provided these authors above all with a means to 
make sense of what they perceive as a scandalon—the development of the 
self-reflective and self-referential literary artwork. First, however, it will 
be necessary to recall the major premises of Erich Auerbach’s Mimesis , a 
work to which Said, admittedly, is profoundly indebted. 3 


The Scandalon of the New 

Mimesis, as its subtitle shows, is an inquiry into “the representation of 
reality in Western literature.” If, as Auerbach acknowledges, the method¬ 
ology of this work is deeply involved with historicism and romanticism, 
that is, “the German intellectual development during the second half of 
the eighteenth century which [in opposition to German classicism] laid 
the aesthetic foundation of modern realism” (443), it is also because its 
subject matter—modern realism—emerges for the first time in “Romantic 
Historism” itself (463). 4 But what, precisely, distinguishes the reality that 
is the subject matter of modern realism and sets it apart not only from 
antique realism but from the representation of reality during the Christian 
ages as well? Against the classical high style’s preoccupation with the lives 
of sovereigns and the events at the royal courts, the reality discovered by 
historicism and romanticism is that of ordinary people and their everyday 
lives; in distinction from the low style of classical comedy, however, this 
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everydayness is transformed and renewed in its foundations by way of 
movements of world-historical importance in the depths of these common 
people. Reality, as Auerbach understands it, is determined by the historical 
forces that originate “in the depths of the common people [. . .] within the 
everyday occurrences of contemporary life” (43). Although such reality is 
prefigured in the Scriptures, where the movement that stirs the common 
people is spiritual, the reality in question in modern realism is increasingly 
determined by social and historical movements. To depict the reality of 
the everyday depths of popular life and its characteristic organic unity, the 
aesthetic precepts of modern realism thus require a break with the classical 
separation of low and high styles—a separation that is advocated by an¬ 
tique rhetoric and constitutive of antique realism. Modern historicist real¬ 
ism not only implies radically mixing high and low styles, the sublime and 
the comic but such mixing itself takes on the form of another decidedly 
high style. 

In its opening chapter, “Odysseus’ Scar,” and prior to the discussion of 
the classical distinction between high and low styles, Mimesis delineates 
another distinction, one between two “basic types” (23) of style that have 
shaped European literature and its representation of reality: the realistic 
Homeric depiction in perfect fullness of all phenomena and the Old Testa¬ 
ment style, which externalizes only so much of the phenomena as is neces¬ 
sary for the purpose of a narrative dominated by a single goal, namely, 
God’s mysterious demands upon the protagonists. Even though the major 
distinctions that this chapter sets up between Greece and the Old Testa¬ 
ment—above all, between the horizontal and the vertical, logos and escha- 
ton , phenomena and truth, absolute presence and history, description and 
interpretation, as well as between Homeric hypotaxis and biblical para¬ 
taxis—bear in complex ways on the genesis of modern realism that Auer¬ 
bach has sketched out, he also expressed some discontent with this initial 
chapter. In “Epilegomena zu Mimesis,” he admits to the “onesidedness” 
of the account of the opening chapter and to even having considered drop¬ 
ping it altogether since, as he remarks, for his purpose in Mimesis “it would 
have been sufficient to start with the time of the birth of Christ.” 5 Indeed, 
in Auerbach’s book, the distinction between Christian realism and modern 
secular realism is the crucial issue. In other words, in his attempt to explain 
the emergence of the high style of modern realism, one in which the classi¬ 
cal divide between high and low is radically abandoned, Auerbach takes off 
from the story of Christ which, from its theological position, had already 
ruthlessly mixed “everyday reality and the most sublime tragedy” (555), 
and thus thoroughly transgressed the classical distinction. The true aim of 
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Mimesis is to outline the process of the slow emergence of modern realism, 
beginning with origins in the paradigmatic story of Christ, as an autono¬ 
mous aesthetic and historicist formation. 

Distinct from both the Homeric narrative, in which nothing is omitted 
or left in obscurity as far as the protagonists and their actions are con¬ 
cerned but which lacks the depth of a historical background, and the Old 
Testament account of events that take place in relation to Providence but 
which is rather poor as far as realist detail is concerned, Christian narrative 
mixes high and low style and is thus realist and historical. Indeed, the 
Scriptures, above all the New Testament, “created an entirely new sublim¬ 
ity, in which the everyday and the low were included, not excluded, so 
that, in style as in content, it directly connected the lowest with the high¬ 
est” (154). Auerbach explains: 

The true heart of the Christian doctrine—Incarnation and Passion—was 
[. . .] totally incompatible with the principle of the separation of styles. 
Christ had not come as a hero and king but as a human being of the lowest 
social station [. . .] That the King of Kings was treated as a low criminal, 
that he was mocked, spat upon, whipped, and nailed to the cross—that 
story no sooner comes to dominate the consciousness of the people than it 
completely destroys the aesthetics of the separation of styles; it engenders 
a new elevated style, which does not scorn everyday life and which is ready 
to absorb the sensory realistic, even the ugly, the undignified, the physically 
base. (72) 

The sublimity of the Christian style in representing such low aspects of 
reality is a function of its vertical linkage of everyday events to the promise 
of Christ. Now, this linkage, and thus also the historical dimension of 
Christian realism, is a function of what is termed the “figural interpreta¬ 
tion” of characters and worldly events. Although figural interpretation, 
also called “typological allegoresis,” 6 is rooted in the Jewish tradition, ac¬ 
cording to Auerbach it is “applied with incomparably greater boldness” in 
the New Testament and made into a “method of revisional interpretation” 
of the Old Testament by which the latter “assumes the appearance of a 
series of‘figures,’ that is, of prophetic announcements and anticipations of 
the coming of Jesus and the concomitant events” (48). Quoting from his 
essay on “Figura,” 7 Auerbach provides the following definition of figural 
interpretation: “Figural interpretation ‘establishes a connection between 
two events or persons in such a way that the first signifies not only itself 
but also the second, while the second involves or fulfills the first. The two 
poles of a figure are separated in time, but both, being real events or per¬ 
sons, are within temporality. They are both contained in the flowing 
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stream which is historical life, and only the comprehension, the intellectus 
spiritualis, of their interdependence is a spiritual act’ ” (73). As opposed to 
the horizontal linkage of events that characterizes the Homeric style, the 
connection of two events in figural interpretation presupposes that “both 
occurrences are vertically linked to Divine Providence, which alone is able 
to devise such a plan of history and supply the key for its understanding. 
The horizontal, that is the temporal and causal, connection of occurrences 
is dissolved; the here and now is no longer a mere link in an earthly chain 
of events, it is simultaneously something which has always been [ einjeder- 
zeitliches ], and which will be fulfilled in the future; and strictly, in the eyes 
of God, it is something already eternal, something omni-temporal, some¬ 
thing already consummated in the realm of fragmentary earthly events” 
(74). With this vertical linkage of worldly events to Divine Providence, 
figural interpretation brings about a historical understanding of events. 
Needless to say, “historical” here does not mean that occurrences are 
chronological or the result of causal development (as in either the classical 
or the positivistic understanding of history), but that their connection is 
“a oneness within the divine plan of which all occurrences are parts and 
reflections. Their direct earthly connection is of secondary importance” 
(555). By being vertically connected, the worldly events become meaning¬ 
ful, that is, parts of the Divine plan. For there to be history, the merely 
temporal nature of worldly occurrences and their syntactical interconnect¬ 
edness must make room for the “context of [their] meaning [Bedeutungszu- 
sammenhang]’’ (49), for the unity of the events that such meaning 
accomplishes. Indeed, for there to be history, the chronology of worldly 
occurrences must be violated, so that they become, on the one hand, inde¬ 
pendent or isolated individual events, and on the other, comprehended in 
a “simultaneous overall view [Zusammenschau],” which “is at the same time 
the expression of a unique, exalted, and hidden truth, the very truth of 
the figural structure of universal history” (158). But, in distinction from 
symbolic or allegorical interpretation, figural interpretation, in which an 
event taken as a figure is extracted from its chronological and causal 
worldly relations, preserves an event’s literal and historical meaning. “It 
remains an event, does not become a mere sign” (196). It is qua real, his¬ 
torical, and individual events or persons that they prefigure the events in 
which they find their fulfillment, or the true reality of their being. 

Now, after having highlighted the perfection that figural interpretation 
reaches in the great art of Dante, Auerbach points to a strange logic under¬ 
writing figural interpretation: at the moment of its fulfillment, it turns 
against and destroys itself. Auerbach writes: “Dante’s work made man’s 
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Christian-figural being a reality, and destroyed it in the very process of 
realizing it” (202). Indeed, by bringing “within the figural pattern [. . .] to 
life the whole historical world and, within that, every single human being 
who crosses his [Dante’s] path,” by representing within that framework 
life in all its richness, the depicted phenomena or figures take a life of 
their own and become independent of the Christian interpretive pattern 
in question (201). Dante’s Inferno, then, is the turning point at which the 
Christian figural representation of reality, itself a radical break with the 
ahistorical richness of the Homeric style and with the lack of realist detail 
in the Scriptures, comes to an end. From here on, the very order within 
which historical reality is depicted—the reference to a transcendent pur¬ 
pose—is lost, while the historical reality that this order helped to establish 
and represent achieves an autonomy of its own. Auerbach sums this up as 
follows: “The figural unity of the secular world falls apart at the very mo¬ 
ment when it attains—in Dante—complete sovereignty over earthly real¬ 
ity. Sovereignty over reality in its sensory multiplicity remained a 
permanent conquest, but the order in which it was comprehended was 
now lost, and for a time there was nothing to take its place” (228). As a 
consequence, historical realism, now fully secular, has become a literary 
creation in its own right. 

For my purpose, it is not necessary to linger on the slow process in 
which modern realism as a fully autonomous and secular formation 
emerges in the aftermath of the self-destruction of figural interpretation of 
earthly reality in Dante’s work. Beside the regular relapses of the literary 
representation of reality into classicism (as in renaissance humanism, 
French classicism, symbolist art, and so forth), modern realism was pre¬ 
ceded by the depiction of the world of sensuous reality, the single individ¬ 
ual, and the unity of the world and world history. As Auerbach frequently 
insists, however, the creatural realism of a Boccaccio and Rabelais, along 
with the wholeness of the random individual in Montaigne, are conceiv¬ 
able only from within Christian-creatural anthropology, while Shake¬ 
speare’s concern with a cosmos that is everywhere interdependent is still 
rooted “in the cosmic drama of the story of Christ” (323). Although these 
aesthetic treatments of reality as creatural and tragic accomplish some sort 
of independence from the divine order, their realism nonetheless remains 
only relative in that their guiding ideas make sense only with respect to 
the plan of salvation. 

By contrast, with Abbe Prevost’s Manon Lescaut a movement begins in 
the representation of reality that, according to Auerbach, is already en¬ 
tirely lacking the creatural element, and with it all reference to a transcen¬ 
dent cause that determines the vertical dimension constitutive of the 



Beginnings and Endings 181 

historicality of earthly reality. In Mimesis , however, it is only within a 
discussion of Friedrich Schiller’s middle-class tragedy, Luise Millerin, that 
Auerbach explicitly broaches the birth of modern, that is, fully secular 
realism—a realism in which the links to figural interpretation seem to 
have been successfully cut, with the result that one faces here something 
new, something truly original and independent of the Christian order. 
The first distinction of modern realism is its presentation of the dramatis 
perso?iae upon the ground of contemporary political and social reality, as 
in the case of Stendhal. Auerbach points out that “the serious realism of 
modern times cannot represent man otherwise than as embedded in a 
total reality, political, social, and economic, which is concrete and con¬ 
stantly evolving” (463); such realism concretizes the whole of which man 
is part by increasingly turning to the representation of what is contempo¬ 
rary—of the present—and particularly to representations of the contem¬ 
porary individual and the masses, as well as their relation to a whole that 
is socially and politically disturbed. Balzac introduces the next important 
element of the genre by emphasizing the necessity of the relation in 
which individuals stand to their precisely defined historical and social 
setting. As a consequence, modern realism highlights the organic unity 
of man and history, showing how, at all times, the present springs from 
historical events and forces (480). Finally, with the novels by the Gon- 
courts and Zola where realism’s ambition to represent the whole reality 
of contemporary civilization is achieved insofar as the bourgeoisie makes 
room for the common people and the masses, realism comes to a certain 
completion. Of this form of modern realism Auerbach observes that its 
“art of style has wholly renounced producing pleasing effects in the con¬ 
ventional sense of the term. Instead it serves unpleasant, depressing, des¬ 
olate truth. But this truth is at the same time a summons to action in 
terms of social reform [. . .] what we have here is, beyond the shadow of 
a doubt, the core of the social problem of the age, the struggle between 
industrial capital and labor” (512). 

Modern realism is thus an entirely autonomous formation that has ef¬ 
fectively severed all ties to Christian figural representation. Maybe. Recall 
that, in “Odysseus’ Scar,” Auerbach claims that Homeric realism and the 
historical approach of the Old Testament are two fundamental and distinct 
styles that have shaped all of Western literature, particularly since these 
two basic styles lend themselves to so many different combinations. Even 
though Auerbach does not elaborate in detail how Christian realism is 
linked to these two distinct styles, it is clear that it is one, if not the major 
formation in which these two basic styles, all differences considered, mix. 
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And so is, modern realism, as the secular form of Christian realism. What 
it shares with the early Greek representation of reality is that it brings all 
the various aspects of life even ugly and desolate things, into full light, 
and thoroughly interconnects them. Its concern, however, with the lower 
classes reveals its indebtedness to the Scriptures (especially the New Testa¬ 
ment), and their dimension of historicality. Moreover, the representation 
of reality in modern realism still takes place in the name of truth; although 
it is no longer the truth of Divine Providence but rather a truth immanent 
to reality, a truth on this side of all ontological and social hierarchies and 
one that is therefore associated with the common people, the masses, in 
short mankind in all its everyday concreteness—the question of this real¬ 
ism’s radical independence from religious and theological presuppositions 
nonetheless remains as a question. 

As I have already indicated, in the readings of Said’s Beginnings and 
Kermode’s The Sense of an Ending I will be interested above all in how the 
secularization theory permits these critics to make sense of contemporary 
literature. Why is contemporary literature experienced as such a challenge 
to begin with, and why is this challenge met by way of the theory of secu¬ 
larization? What is it that causes these critics to experience modern litera¬ 
ture as a scandalon if not the expectation that literature should essentially 
be mimetic? Literary critics might of course take such expectation for 
granted, and point to the foundations of this exigency in Platonic and 
Aristotelian poetics. However, if the secularization theory serves as a way 
to account for what happens with contemporary literature, then theologi¬ 
cal, rather than poetic, considerations have obviously shaped the concern 
with the representation of reality in the name of truth, religious or secular. 
Yet how, precisely, does the secularization theory help to make sense of 
contemporary literature? First of all, in light of the transcendence that 
secularization theory entails all things become transparent. As a theory 
that provides a total knowledge of history, the secularization theory allows 
these works to be situated as end products, fully secular in nature, however 
such secularity is evaluated. In these works, either a whole tradition comes 
to an apocalyptic end, or mimesis, now freed from all theological restric¬ 
tions, accomplishes a radical autonomy. Between the two extremes in 
which the secularization theory renders contemporary works intelligible 
lies a scale of variations. More important still is the fact that by making it 
possible to discern the remainders of the sacred representation of reality 
in the seemingly thoroughly secular works, the secularization theory pro¬ 
vides a way of making them intelligible as such, and thus establishes a 
continuity between them and past works. Or, when such remainders are 
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missing, these works may be declared the result of decadence and decay, 
and dismissed altogether. 

Although Auerbach’s admitted aim in Mimesis is to argue for the thor¬ 
ough independence of modern realism from Christian figural interpreta¬ 
tion, he may as well have written Mimesis to meet the challenge that, in 
the aftermath of modern realism, the writings of Virginia Woolf, James 
Joyce, and Marcel Proust pose for him. As is plain from the final chapter 
“The Brown Stocking,” what makes these works so provocative, and so 
difficult to account for, is that they exacerbate modern realism by submit¬ 
ting much more than was done in earlier realist works to the random con¬ 
tingency of real phenomena. Indeed, as Auerbach notes, these works go so 
far as to privilege “any random fragment plucked from the course of a life 
at any time” over the “important exterior turning points of a destiny” 
(547). If these contemporary works are a challenge for the critic, it is be¬ 
cause they stage things that at first glance seem to be external to the point 
of being insignificant—in the case of Joyce’s Ulysses, for example, “the 
external insignificant course of a day in the lives of a schoolteacher and an 
advertising broker” (547). The challenge of these “postmodern” realist 
works is that they portray things that are so contingent as to be seemingly 
meaningless. They are realist to the point of appearing insignificant. Yet, 
notwithstanding the inherent lack of significance in such moments of con¬ 
tingency and randomness as well as their profusion in the contemporary 
novel, Auerbach maintains what he had established about modern realism 
by crediting the pursuit of such randomness with highlighting “nothing 
less than the wealth of reality and depth of life in every moment” (552). 
At the same time, however, something more disturbing characterizes these 
novels which demands to be accounted for, namely the “predilection for 
ruthlessly subjectivistic perspectives,” and the dissolution of “reality into 
multiple and multivalent reflections of consciousness” (551). How are 
readers to make sense of this dissolution and the concomitant hopelessness 
that seem to call into question everything that modern realism sought to 
accomplish? Auerbach’s interpretative feat here consists in the claim that, 
by displaying “numerous subjective impressions received by various indi¬ 
viduals (and at various times) [. . .], the unipersonal subjectivism which 
allows only a single and generally a very unusual person to make himself 
heard” is radically displaced, with the effect that, paradoxically, this kind 
of subjective perspectivism is even more realistic than the realism from 
Balzac to Zola. In fact, these contemporary novels, as Auerbach suggests, 
give voice to the multitude; they are written from the standpoint of the 
people, opening up “new perspectives into a milieu or a consciousness or 
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the given historical setting” (547). Consequently, rather than “a mirror of 
the decline of the world,” the plethora of random and insignificant aspects 
of life to be found in these novels, testifies to “the wealth of reality and 
the depth of life in every moment” (552). By featuring multiple voices and 
perspectives, rather than admitting only one person’s way of looking at 
reality, the contemporary writers featured in the final chapter of Mimesis 
emphasize interpretation as an essential element of reality itself. As Auer¬ 
bach contends, “one comes [here] upon the order and the interpretation 
of life which arise from life itself [. . .] there is always going on within us 
a process of formulation and interpretation whose subject matter is our 
own self. We are constantly endeavoring to give meaning and order to our 
lives in the past, the present, and the future, to our surroundings, the 
world in which we live; with the result that our lives appear in our own 
conception as total entities—which to be sure are always changing, more 
or less radically, more or less rapidly” (549). Through that which at first 
seemed to indicate its decline, or to be altogether alien to it, realism thus 
achieves a paradoxical climax as the representation of the unrelenting 
process in which, even at the most futile moments, life is given meaning 
by random people in their encounters with equally random things. The 
tour de force of such interpretation consists in showing that what, at first 
sight, is worldly to a degree of being insignificant, if not even base or 
abject, is in fact the most essential depository of what is believed to have 
been lost. But what also becomes tangible at this juncture is that the per¬ 
suasiveness of the critic’s forceful interpretation of contemporary literary 
works, which allows him to situate them within an overall view of Western 
literature, is a function of a definitely Biblical remainder that pervades 
these secular works that seem thoroughly secular. Interpretation is one of 
the basic features of the Biblical style in that it secures the linkage of 
earthly events and persons in figural interpretation. Though no Divine 
plan of salvation presides anymore over the interconnections of what now, 
in these novels, have become random events, it is through such unrelent¬ 
ing interpretation, or meaning-giving, that the process by which people 
make history is aesthetically shaped. More generally, by linking each con¬ 
tingent element at any random moment of life, the multiple subjects in 
these contemporary novels are working to realize what is human about 
humans, namely, the need of “interpretive synthesis” (549). 

There is one more aspect of Auerbach’s inquiry to which I would like 
to draw attention. As should have become clear, the various combinations 
and modifications of the two basic styles—the Homeric and the Old Testa¬ 
ment styles—in the development of Western literature and its representa¬ 
tion of reality, despite repeated relapses into classicist ahistoricism and its 
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aristocratic viewpoint, are not without a telos, namely the progressively 
amplified concern with the historical present, and the people’s point of 
view in the representation of reality. As Auerbach’s manifest sympathies 
for socialism reveal, literature’s struggle to accomplish a realist representa¬ 
tion of reality is intimately tied to the political struggle to “achieve a com¬ 
mon life of mankind on earth” (552). Now, at precisely the moment when 
Auerbach is writing this book during his exile in Istanbul, the telos inher¬ 
ent in literary aesthetics is linked to the very essence of Europe on the 
verge of dissolution or collapse. Mimesis , as Auerbach avers, “is very con¬ 
sciously a book that a particular man in a particular situation has written 
at the beginning of the forties.” 8 It is also a book that, as the last pages of 
“The Brown Stocking” demonstrate, is written with respect to a goal— 
“the very simple solution [. . .] of the approaching unification and simpli¬ 
fication” on the basis of “the elementary things which our lives have in 
common” (552-53). Its purpose is to work at overcoming the diaspora of 
all those who stand for such promise, but who have been exiled from Eu¬ 
rope by the political situation in Germany. Mimesis closes with the follow¬ 
ing words: “And may it [this book] contribute to bringing together again 
those whose love for our western history has serenely persevered” (557). 

To conclude this discussion of Mimesis, I offer one more reflection. It 
has been argued that Mimesis is Christocentric, and even to such a degree 
that the history of Western literature that it draws is very nearly a “Chris- 
tological history of literature.” 9 Undoubtedly, by holding it to originate in 
the story of Christ, modern realism appears, despite all its innovations, to 
be a secularized form of the style of the New Testament. Indeed, with 
modern realism’s representation of the everyday world of the wretched 
and the dispossessed, the story of Christ rather than the Old Testament 
seems to have been its defining model, although the very attention paid 
to minute detail is also hugely indebted to the Homeric style. But more 
significant than the traces of modern realism’s debt to Christianity is the 
fact that whole development of this genre of Western literature is seen to 
be oriented—though not mechanically, as Auerbach repeatedly observes, 
since it is a history of trends and tendencies that still require fulfillment— 
toward the realization of the new high style of modern historicist realism. 
With this the methodology of Mimesis becomes an issue. Indeed, as the 
essential thrust of Mimesis demonstrates, its method—namely Auerbach’s 
own “method of revisional interpretation” (48)—is modeled, first and 
foremost, after the Old Testament’s linkage of historical events to a tran¬ 
scendent aim, thus making these events meaningful to begin with. Inter¬ 
pretation here serves to shape literary facts in such a way that they can be 
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linked to a goal, and thus to the task of anticipating and progressively 
accomplishing it. The end pursued by Mimesis is to show that the history 
of literature in the West is oriented toward the formation of historicist 
realism, which undoubtedly fulfills the realism of the story of Christ. But 
by taking also everything transcendent out of this story it leaves the story 
of Christ behind, so as to retain only the method of interpreting events 
from supposed endings towards which they tend. As is evident from 
“Odysseus’ Scar,” this method originates primarily in the Old Testament. 
As far as its form is concerned, the “scientific” method of interpretation 
of Mimesis is, therefore, not Christological but the secularized remainder 
of the Old Testament’s claim to truth. 


An Autumnal Event 

As I have already pointed out, in Beginnings, Said, who speaks of himself 
as secular critic, acknowledges his indebtedness to Auerbach’s master¬ 
piece. It, is as I will argue, a particular indebtedness to the logic of secular¬ 
ization for the project of writing a literary history whose aim is also to 
account for a new and different type of contemporary literature than the 
one dealt with by Auerbach, a literature that is not only experienced as a 
scandalon because it seems to break with the Western mimetic tradition 
but that is also one that Said, like Auerbach, affirms insofar as he views 
this emancipation from the religious and theological as the promise of a 
new beginning, or rather new beginnings. Said’s subscription to secular¬ 
ization as a historical category is manifest right from the beginning of the 
book in the way he sets up beginnings as a concept distinct from that of 
the Origin. For this distinction between beginnings (plural) and (the one) 
Origin, Said relies above all on Soren Kierkegaard’s conception of the 
aesthetic and the ironic as secular alternatives to religious writing. But, as 
Said demonstrates, the order of aesthetics in Kierkegaard does not simply 
stand in a relation of opposition to nor does it break with the order of the 
religious; it is, first and foremost, a “dialectical reduplication of [divine] 
truth” (85). 10 As the reference to dialectics suggests, it is more than a mere 
secular double of the latter, since this order paradoxically serves “indirect, 
ironic communications of [these same] higher truths” (86). For Kierke¬ 
gaard, the aesthetic order is not an autonomous order. It is characterized 
by secondariness, wholly dependent on the religious, and this in such a 
manner that, despite the aesthetics’ effort to supplant the religious, its 
nullification of truth ironically causes this truth to “emerge more fully 
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later” (86). Indeed, if the paradoxical task of the secular substitute that is 
aesthetics is to make divine truth “emerge more fully later,” what is of the 
order of the aesthetic cannot be restricted to a mimetic transcription of the 
sacred. It must be based on what Kierkegaard terms “repetition,” which is 
linked to the essence of creation, and it must make “repetition itself the 
very form of novelty” (87), the very form of beginnings. Indeed, when 
speaking of novelistic narrative—the novel being understood as the desire 
“to create an alternative world, to modify or to augment the real world 
through the act of writing” (81)—Said contends that “the actuality of the 
narrative process is repetition [. . .] but it is not the repetition of backward 
but of forward recollection” (87-88), in short, creative recollection, one 
that in a secular manner progresses toward religious truth. Emancipated 
from the constraints of religious truth and origin that it reduplicates, the 
aesthetic domain opens to the freedom of inventiveness and to the creation 
of beginnings, which, however, are only beginnings intent on indirectly 
promoting the abiding truth of the Origin. This, then, is also the reason 
why beginnings, however seductive, must ultimately fail—theirs is a 
“ ‘usurped totality’ ” (88)—and this failure, in the end, makes the authority 
of religious truth more compelling than ever. 

His recourse to Kierkegaard’s dialectical account of aesthetics allows 
Said to bring into explicit relief an implication of the secularization thesis 
that was not quite tangible in Auerbach, namely that secularization is a 
transitory moment in a historical process that ultimately leads to a return 
of the Origin. But does this scenario not presuppose a primacy of mimesis, 
or, in Kierkegaardian terms, of repetition in aesthetics, and above all in the 
literary form of the novel (even where the genre becomes introspective, as 
in the novels analyzed by Auerbach)? What if the secularization process 
results in a mode of literary writing that is no longer mimetic or repetitive 
at all? Would such a process not end up in a kind literature more scandal¬ 
ous than ever, a true challenge for the secular critic, no doubt? 

Before further pursuing this line of thought, I’d like to take a more 
detailed look at Said’s account of the history of that most secular form of 
literary writing, the novel. Acknowledging that “the condition of secular- 
ity” (141) is essential to the formation of the novel and novelistic narrative, 
Said writes: “Fictional narrative is [. . .] an alternative departure, a set of 
misadventures that begins away from an Origin (a term almost theological 
in that it must be understood in the strictest sense possible, as pure anteri¬ 
ority and, paradoxically, as pure genetic power). For that Origin, a unique 
miracle, cannot be duplicated or incarnated within the absolute boundaries 
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of human life” (142). For “the history of imitation in the West,” particu¬ 
larly of the novel, this means that as literature continues to grow estranged 
from the Origin, it undergoes a “gradual literary specialization of styles 
whereby the models of imitation slowly lose their exemplary force and 
their Originally divine reference” (142). Whereas any Christian text that 
submits to Christ’s summons to “[d]o this in remembrance of me and like 
me,” is, like Dante’s Divine Comedy , “an implantation [and prolongation] 
of the Biblical text in the here and now” (212), which “originates in the 
original mystery” (142), the secular narrative of the novel “lives in the 
temporal, quotidian element” (142), breaks away from the Christian ethos, 
and inaugurates a beginning that, as such, is temporal, finite, and contains 
the seeds of mortality (99). 11 Hence, bound to fail, “directly or not, novels 
too reflect the ethos of the Christian text” (99). Indeed, since “the tempo¬ 
ral, quotidian element” in which the narrative lives is “that element which 
commemorates the absence of timeless mystery,” and the words that the 
narrator uses “are lapsed recollections of the single Original word,” (142) 
the distinction between the Origin and a beginning is not only far from 
radical, or even clear-cut, but novelistic beginnings are intelligible only 
insofar as they fail in their project, and ultimately commemorate that from 
which they broke away. 

According to Said, novels, and the fictional process in general, are at¬ 
tempts to reshape reality as if from the beginning. They presuppose a form 
of secular authorship as the authority to inaugurate or invent fictional 
events—beginnings that, by definition, claim novelty. Yet, as products of 
a secular form of authority, such beginnings are from the start indebted to 
the religious or theological concept of Origin. But by introducing the 
(rather strange) concept of “molestation,” one that necessarily accompan¬ 
ies the concept of authority and authorship, to describe “the bother and 
responsibility” of the latter’s constellation of meanings, Said prepares the 
way for an analysis of the manifold of levels at which the novel, its author, 
its reader, and its critic are all attempting in vain to escape the absoluteness 
of the Origin. Molestation inevitably besets all finite authorship, all at¬ 
tempts of secular narrative to institute another discourse alongside the 
world of common discourse, a discourse that attempts to break with the 
Origin but that nonetheless refers back to a greater truth, to an Origin 
that itself is fully present to itself. Molestation, Said writes, “is a conscious¬ 
ness of one’s duplicity, one’s confinement to a Active, scriptive realm, 
whether one is a character or a novelist” (84). What is revealed in molesta¬ 
tion is that any secular authority to begin not only remains “part of an 
integral truth it nevertheless cannot fully imitate” (too), but that whatever 
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seeks to inaugurate an autonomous beginning also stands in a “tantalizing 
distance from a radical beginning,” a distance, that is, from an Origin (84). 

Now, Said does not coniine his inquiry into the beginning of the novel 
to the suggestion that it attempts to modify reality by recreating it “as if 
from the beginning.” What makes Beginnings interesting is Said’s conten¬ 
tion that, near the end of the nineteenth century, “something like an event 
[occurs] in the life of the novel itself” (139-40). This is precisely that 
autumnal event of the self-reflective fiction by those “exceptionally reflec¬ 
tive autumnal craftsmen,” James and Conrad, who, aware of being at “a 
remove from a truly fundamental role,” write about the novel’s inherent 
incapacity to ever emulate the Origin in creating radical beginnings. Much 
of Beginnings is an attempt to situate this event within the secularization 
framework. For Auerbach, the contemporary novels of Woolf, Proust, and 
Joyce mark not the decline of realism, but instead signal its very epitome, 
which as it were completes the telos of the literary representation of reality 
in the West. Said’s position, on the other hand, is markedly different: the 
self-reflective and self-observing text to which the secularization process, 
as an ever-increasing distance from the Origin, gives rise is a text that has 
thoroughly broken with the mimetic history of the novel—with imitation, 
repetition, and representation—so as to reflect on the sham of seeking to 
usurp the authority to become an author and make a new beginning. But 
what also immediately becomes evident is the extent to which this concep¬ 
tion of the self-knowing and self-reflecting text is tied to the secularization 
theorem, from which it draws its very intelligibility. 

Said writes: “Whereas in the classical novel there had been both a de¬ 
sire to create or author an alternate life and to show (by molestation) this 
alternative to be at bottom an illusion with reference to ‘life,’ the later 
version of this desire was a revulsion from the novelist’s whole procreative 
enterprise and an intensification of his scriptive fate. Not only does this 
reaction constitute a critique of the traditional theory of mimetic repre¬ 
sentation, it also radically transforms the idea of a text” (137). Said diagno¬ 
ses this mutation of the novel through the “divorce of man from his 
generative role either as a man or author,” which results in the self-reflec¬ 
tive text that therefore has been widely judged as a dead-end that is witness 
to sterility, blindness, and celibacy (even though these topoi are part of 
these novels themselves). He construes as exemplary of this mutation Con¬ 
rad’s Nostro?)10: 

Conrad’s exceptional status . . . lies in having produced a novel (and novels) 

hnplicitly critical of the beginning premises of all earlier novels. Instead of 
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mimetically authoring a new world, Nostromo turns back to its beginning as 
a novel, to the fictional, illusory assumption of reality; in thus overturning 
the confident edifice that novels normally construct Nostromo reveals itself 
to be no more than a record of novelistic self-reflection. (137) 

In Conrad, Said detects the author’s self-abnegation. The loss of faith in 
his authority to create, combined with doubt “in the ability of novelistic 
representation directly to reflect anything except the author’s dilemmas,” 
gives rise to texts that focus on the author’s sterility and are primarily 
autobiographical or texts that relinquish the traditional task of representa¬ 
tion, turning upon themselves in order to author themselves. Now, sig¬ 
nificantly enough, as an event in the life of the novel, the birth of the self- 
reflective text is not an aberration that befalls it from outside. As numerous 
statements in Beginnings suggest, the self-reflective text already lay in wait 
in the classical novel, and thus something that characterizes literary cre¬ 
ation since its inception in the West comes here, in the end, into its own. 
Take, for example, Said’s delineation of the two special conditions for nov¬ 
els in practice: “first, the technique of consecutive explanation, and second, 
the liberty to return to whatever he has already passed over in the narrative 
sequence” (140-1). Reflexivity, or the scheme of “returning to a point of 
fertile beginning in the past from which the narrative subsequently unfolds 
and to which it can repeatedly return,” is an essential constituent of the 
classical novel from the very beginning (141). Furthermore, as Said em¬ 
phatically points out, “the primordial discovery of a novel is that of the 
self.” If the discovery is primordial, this is because it is “the first validating 
condition for [the novel’s] intelligibility” (141). Self and reflexivity con¬ 
cern more than the characters in novelistic narrative who, after having 
made their act of presence, are “given paternity in the novel” (141); on 
the contrary, self and reflexivity bear upon the novel itself. Its very intelli¬ 
gibility as a whole is a function of its self-discovery though the narrative, 
whereby it returns to itself in order to father itself. The self-reflective text 
which emerges in the life of the novel at the end of the nineteenth century, 
and which seems to turn its back upon the representation of reality, thus 
consists in nothing more or less than a reflective return to the beginning 
of the genre and its conditions and primary discoveries. But as the novel’s 
concern with itself right from the beginning also demonstrates, its “gener¬ 
ative faculty was sacrificed to celibate individuality” from the very start. If 
the condition of secularity is, as I have argued, an essential characteristic 
of novelistic narrative, the novel, because secondary, is always already a 
sterile formation. As Said poignantly remarks, the aims of the novel have 
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always been “peculiarly unnatural” (146). The self-reflective text, and par¬ 
ticularly its postmodern version, is thus in no way a form of the novel’s 
decline. On the contrary, it is a reflection of what has always been there 
from the beginning, in short, of the very conditions of the novelistic 
genre’s intelligibility. The self-reflexive text is the climax of the self-aware¬ 
ness that, from the beginning, was connected with the genre, and that 
becomes more acute over time as its characters become more and more 
engaged in the celibate enterprise of individual self-generation. 

Even the novel’s “particular beginning function” (179) is the result of 
the self-reflectivity and self-interpretation that, since its inception, is in¬ 
scribed in the text. In what Said at one point calls “original fiction” (146), 
the text circles back to its true beginnings in order to stage a new begin¬ 
ning. Just as Freud showed with respect to dreams, according to Said, the 
text’s self-interpretation is also an endless process. And so the text, end¬ 
lessly recoiling upon itself, reengenders itself without end. Beginning is 
something, Said claims, that “must always be produced, constantly” (196- 
7). In distinction from an Origin whose happening is unique and forever, 
the text, as a beginning, requires that it be rewritten interminably. Rather 
than allowing the text to close upon itself, to become one with itself, such 
interpretive rewriting produces only other, new texts with no end in sight. 
A text, according to Said, is “a pathway to other texts” (205). This very 
“beginning function” of the text, particularly of the modern self-reflective 
text, is therefore the acme of sterility and as such it is the most powerful 
actualizing reminder of the Origin. At the same time, the literary text’s 
sterile self-begetting is also the however frail attempt to break with the 
Origin and with originalities. Its renewability is not only an index of its 
constant failure but also some sort of promise, the promise of beginnings, 
which although not radical, nonetheless gesture toward the realization of 
the finite being that is man, in his full potential. 

Indeed, the history of the movement of the realistic novel to the self¬ 
reflexive text outlined in Beginnings , is hardly of the scientific or disinter¬ 
ested kind. At stake here is clearly a notion of secular humanism that in¬ 
forms the text of Said’s book in all its turns and twists. But what, in 
conclusion, I would like to draw attention to are effects produced by the 
very logic of the secularization theory at the very moment he has recourse 
to this theory—effects that were not necessarily intended. For example, 
notwithstanding the measured praise that Said bestows on the so-called 
self-reflective texts, the development of the novel that he sketches out is 
still one of decline, of “a loss of vivacity, of increased celibacy, and steril¬ 
ity” (372). Even though the latter are shown to inhabit the genre of the 
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novel as a secular formation from the very beginning, and to undermine 
its mimetic pretensions, Beginnings cannot but be nostalgic of mimetic rep¬ 
resentation. In addition, one cannot avoid the impression that the self- 
reflective text is not the end of the story, but that, precisely because with 
it a nadir of alienation has been reached, a return to its opposite—namely, 
the beginning of secular and realist representation of reality—may be 
again in the offing. Indeed, the self-reflective novel’s return to its begin¬ 
nings as a genre involves a double dialectic: on the one hand, the reactuali¬ 
zation of the novel’s beginnings engenders both the sterile and cerebral 
self-reflective text (itself somewhat anticipatory of fully secular begin¬ 
nings); on the other hand, reflectively reaching back to its beginnings im¬ 
plies a forceful representification of the intuitively self-evident mimetic 
pretensions of the genre. But when Said writes: “To put the pen to a text 
is to begin a movement away from the original; it is to enter the world of 
the text-as-beginning as copy and parricide” (209), something else be¬ 
comes manifest as well. Undoubtedly, the “original,” refers here only to 
an “‘original’ text” (209) (rather than to the Origin), which the creation 
of a new text preserves as it copies it, but which by the same token it also 
displaces in a parricidal deed. With a reference to Mallarme, Said contends 
that “writing [which] is therefore re-writing, [. . .] has all the force of 
original—i.e., first-time—writing” (242). The “‘original text,”’ just as 
Said establishes with respect to style in Mallarme, “blots out origin, and 
substitutes for it the beginning, which is the writer writing his text” (254). 
Origin here, however, refers to the absolute transcendent “beginning.” 
The self-reflective text, as is to be witnessed in the case of Mallarme, has 
a force that makes it indistinguishable from the “original text” or first¬ 
time writing as a beginning. In this sense, the climax of the decline of what 
began with the novel is also a high point in that it leads to the reemergence 
of the beginning in all its power, but first-time writing, or better still, “the 
‘original’ text,” as a beginning, remains a substitute for the Origin. But 
does the return, at the nadir of mimetic representation’s decline, to the 
beginning of the novel, and therefore the reactualization of that beginning 
in all its original force, not also reactivate the proximity to the Origin that 
the beginning still presupposes, even in all its distance from it? 12 


Organic Fiction 

In the same manner in which contemporary literature represents a chal¬ 
lenge for the previous critics, for Frank Kermode, too, it defies all recog¬ 
nized standards. The new literature with which Kermode is trying to come 
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to grips—later modernism and avant-garde writing—is characterized by 
nihilistic and schismatic qualities in that it seeks to destroy the indispens¬ 
able relation to a relevant past. In addition, it is apocalyptic, and knows 
only a world without beginning or end. As with Auerbach and Said, the 
genre of literature with which Kermode is above all concerned is the 
novel, and what has become of it in the present. Kermode’s list includes 
the writings of Allen Ginsberg, Jack Kerouac, and especially William Bur¬ 
roughs, which he judges to be apocalyptic stagings of a hatred of life. In 
The Sense of an Ending, the schema of secularization thus once again be¬ 
comes a means to make contemporary literature intelligible, and to put it 
in its place, so to speak. But the beauty, as it were, of this particular thema- 
tization of the history of literature from its promising beginning to its 
contemporary decline is its own self-reflective nature. Kermode not only 
puts contemporary literature on trial because of its ahistorical concern 
with itself, but his own approach to what kind of history subtends the 
history of representational literature is of a self-reflective kind as well. It 
is based on an inquiry by a literary critic into what precise concept of 
history grounds the eschatological history characteristic of literary criti¬ 
cism. I am referring to Kermode’s notion of paradigmatic history, which 
will also allow readers to better understand how the acme of decline turns 
dialectically into the promise of the restoration of what has been lost. 13 

For Kermode, “fictions of the End” (5), that is, “paradigmatic fictions” 
(24), are constitutive of the human attempt to make sense of historical 
development, and if, among all the genres of literature, he privileges the 
novel, this is precisely because it is a major instantiation of such fiction 
and its temporal form. Paradigmatic fiction itself is a secularized version 
of the theologians’ contention that “we ‘live from the End,’ even if the 
world should be endless” (58), which distinguishes the fundamentally sec¬ 
ular literary genre in question. According to Kermode, paradigmatic fic¬ 
tions are rooted in “our deep need for intelligible ends” (8). For him, 
indeed, the sole way of making sense of history in a meaningful way is to 
view it as end-oriented, and as having a beginning that contains an end. 
For Kermode, however, this recourse to concord fictions is not simply the 
result of a specific historical tradition. In his attempt to assess the nature 
of this paradigmatic need for intelligible endings, Kermode cites the fol¬ 
lowing passage from Hans Vaihinger’s The Philosophy of ‘As If ’ in which 
the philosopher defines “fiction” as a mental structure: “The psyche 
weaves this or that thought out of itself; for the mind is invention; under 
the compulsion of necessity, stimulated by the outer world, it discovers 
the store of contrivances hidden within itself” (40). The pattern of closure 
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characteristic of paradigmatic fiction and its account of history is thus 
grounded in the structures of the mind that produce such fiction in order 
to withstand, in the interest of self-preservation, the “assaults of a hostile 
world” (40). Moreover, this mental urge to view historical development 
according to end-oriented fictions by which all historical events are beaten 
into a whole—that is, made hermeneutically meaningful—is markedly dis¬ 
tinct because it emerges from a pattern that has been biologically inscribed 
in our very genes (44). It is therefore no surprise that Kermode holds it to 
be an absolutely vital paradigm, or archetype, of our entire intellectual life 
(52). The paradigmatic fiction of history is in the service of life; it is a 
means to ward off death, to keep life free from it, to exclude or even to 
repress it within life. As I have already pointed out, the novel is for Ker¬ 
mode the central form of literary art because this genre’s representation 
of reality is intimately linked to the biologically rooted, paradigmatic form 
of fiction that makes sense of reality by shaping it as a whole with a begin¬ 
ning, a middle, and an end. 

Kermode’s indictment of the contemporary novel concerns its skepti¬ 
cism toward fiction’s vital function for making sense, in that the new novel 
is no longer about reality, but about itself, and uses fictions to explore 
fiction. In other words, it has become self-referential and self-reflective. 
Three things, therefore, need to be put into relief. First, if the traditional 
novel is a model for making sense of reality in that the beginning that it 
stages, and which develops by way of a middle to an end, is a “beginning 
[that] implies the end” (148), it follows that the novel itself has a self- 
reflective, or speculative structure. Second, if, as Vaihinger and Kermode 
claim, the life-affirming function of fiction is the essential characteristic of 
the psyche, and if the latter—in the shape of the mind, consciousness, or 
the self—is constituted in self-reflection, then self-reflection is both the 
agent of paradigmatic fictions and the substance of its products, the novels. 
Third, if it is ultimately life itself that is at the root of the psyche’s produc¬ 
tion of end-oriented fictions, then self-reflexivity has a biological substra¬ 
tum. Kermode accuses the modern and postmodern novel of having 
reverted into self-reflexivity by departing from the basic paradigm of peri- 
pateia, and yet the very idea of a paradigmatic history itself paradoxically 
requires a foundation in the psyche as a self-reflective agency, and ulti¬ 
mately in biological life’s concern with itself. It will thus be interesting to 
see how Kermode will, in the end, judge the self-reflective novel whose 
schism with the world, and its exclusive concern with itself, shows all the 
signs of decline and death. Also of interest will be the way in which Ker¬ 
mode employs the secularization pattern to save the self-reflective novel 
from the brink of death, and to accommodate it within that pattern. 
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Toward the end of his study Kermode remarks that access to paradigms, 
that is, to end-time-oriented patterns is possible only where “a relation 
between the time of a life and the time of a world” can be imagined (166). 
In other words, only by projecting an organicist conception of the totality 
of a lifetime onto history can history reveal paradigmatic structures. It is 
perhaps not insignificant that the conception of history (or for that matter, 
of a discourse such as the novel) as a living organism requires that its 
author be God (or, respectively, to be an alter deus). 14 When Kermode 
writes that projecting the chronological divisions of the saecula onto his¬ 
tory helps us “to find endings and beginnings” (n), let us bear in mind 
that the term saeculum refers, prior to the Biblical meaning of aion, world, 
and worldliness, as well as to “the utmost lifetime of a man,” “to the ordi¬ 
nary lifetime of the human species.” 15 Indeed, a saeculum is a holistic, if 
not organic, temporal totality whose parts are arranged like the body of a 
living animal with its head, torso, and tail, so as to form a whole uniting 
the middle and its temporal extremities, the beginning, and the end. 16 
When Kermode speaks of the “vital interest in the structure of time, in the 
concords that books arrange between beginning, middle and end” (178), it 
is clear that the novel also shares the same temporal structure as a saeculum. 
“Novels [. . .] have beginnings, endings, and potentiality, even if the world 
has not” (138). Even if the world lacks historical unity, the paradigmatic 
schema of the saeculum and its temporal structure are a characteristic of 
the novelistic fiction which, for this very reason, is instrumental of making 
sense in the world. 

Nor is this organicist conception of the novel’s totality limited to its 
temporality; it extends to the novel’s form—in other words, to its spatial 
organization, which for Kermode is also essentially temporal. 17 The novel 
shares this oriented structure with that of a lifetime and with the bodily 
organization of a living creature whose head, which dominates the whole 
of its body, points forward, heading toward an end. But, as has already 
been shown in Said’s Beginnings , the novel also contains, from the start, 
the seeds of self-reflection. Aside from its temporal structure of a lifetime, 
the novel primordially discovers not only the self of its characters, but also 
a self of its own. This self is indistinguishable, however, from the bodily 
and temporal unity of the novel. Just as the novel moves from a beginning 
to an end, from burgeoning life to death, in the same way it reflects its 
beginning in its end, and vice versa. Kermode asserts as much when he 
remarks that in a novel the beginning always already implies the end. The 
paradigmatic schema of end-time oriented history also presupposes that 
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the end be, in some way, a return to the beginning. If the temporal struc¬ 
ture of the novel and, more generally, the paradigmatic fiction of history 
is dialectically speculative—that is self-reflective—then beginning and 
end, the life and death of the novel, mimetic novelistic representation and 
self-reflection cannot be placed in a relation of strict opposition. These 
extremes not only co-imply, but revert into one another. 

Because of its self-reflective, ahistorical, nihilistic, and schismatic quali¬ 
ties, contemporary fiction represents, for Kermode, the end of a process. 
But in spite of all the denigrating characterizations that he showers on 
the contemporary novel, his condemnation is not simply, and not always, 
absolute. Indeed, with the structure of paradigmatic fiction that subtends 
his account of the history of the novel, or as he also puts it, with “the 
knowledge of the fictive [.. .]” which he employs to “explain what is essen¬ 
tial and eccentric about early modernism,” he gives himself also the tool 
to “purge the trivial and stereotyped from the arts of our time” (124). The 
theory of fiction, of the tension between reality and the need for endings, 
is the means by which the apocalyptic and schismatic literature of the pres¬ 
ent, striving to separate itself from the history of the novel hitherto, is 
nonetheless reappropriated, thus reestablishing its continuity with that 
history. Not only is all schismatic literature dependent as far as its intelligi¬ 
bility is concerned on that from which it seeks to break away, as his lengthy 
discussion of Sartre’s Nansee demonstrates but also, in its very failure, the 
modern antinovel paradoxically shows that it is actually about the very 
kernel of what constitutes the novel. Indeed, by staging “the dilemma of 
fiction and reality” (131), as “a kind of crisis in the relation between fiction 
and reality, the tension or dissonance between paradigmatic form and con¬ 
tingent reality” (133), this novel returns to, and as it were reactivates the 
very foundations of the novel itself. Is it not also highly significant that, 
in spite of all the nihilism and absurdity of modern fiction, Kermode’s 
secularization theory allows him to recognize within this literature “a vi¬ 
tality dependent upon its truth to the set of our fear and desire” (124)? At 
the end, in the shape of apocalyptic and deadly schismatic concerns, the 
novel reflectively folds back upon itself, in order to achieve a vitalizing 
return to its source. In finally becoming fully self-reflective, it brings to 
light what it has always been, from the beginning. 


Histoiy, or the Self-Mirroring of Life 

If what I have developed so far is correct, then is it not also impossible to 
rigorously distinguish the structure of historical criticism—at least, of the 
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historical criticism rooted in the idea of secularization—from that of a 
literary criticism whose sole object is the self-reflexivity of texts? In the 
eyes of contemporary historical critics, this way of looking at works of 
literature has been and still is, along with the dismal state of current liter¬ 
ary writing, another symptom of decline, and even amounts for some to a 
loss of manly vitality. In addition to the structural and even material rea¬ 
sons for this impossibility of radically opposing the two forms of criticism 
that I have put into relief, there are also powerful historical reasons for 
arguing that a criticism focusing on the inner form of the literary artwork 
is covertly related to, and even complicit with, historical criticism that 
centers on the artwork’s attempt to represent reality. Some of these rea¬ 
sons are even implicitly acknowledged by Kermode himself. While seek¬ 
ing to assess the reasons for the contemporary impoverishment and 
difficulty of access to paradigms, in The Sense of an Ending Kermode traces 
both the modern novel’s primary inquiry “into the autonomy of forms” 
(164) and modern poetry’s almost exclusive concern with itself back to 
romanticism. It is no small irony, however, if, at the same time, he accuses 
“the clerkly rejection” of paradigmatic history, by thinkers such as Karl 
Popper and by modern poets and novelists, of being a rejection of “roman¬ 
tic tenements” (43). Indeed, romanticism is seen as both the culprit for 
what has gone wrong and what is needed to maintain the tradition of his¬ 
toricity. As I suggested at the beginning of this chapter, nineteenth-cen¬ 
tury historicism and romantic hermeneutics are intimately interconnected, 
as are historicism and romantic aesthetics. The apparent rejection of his¬ 
tory solely for the sake of the autonomy of form belongs as much to the 
romantic heritage as the belief in the categories of paradigmatic history. 
One might argue, further, that the so-called self-reflexive text of the new 
novel, or of postmodern fiction and poetry for that matter, is essentially a 
completion of the early romanticist program of an infinitely self-mirroring 
poetic text in which all generic distinctions are sublated—what Friedrich 
Schlegel and Novalis refer to as the “poetry of poetry” or “transcendental 
progressive poetry.” 18 It is a well-known fact, moreover, that the early 
German romantics were involved in the eschatological interpretation of 
history that flourished during the later phase of the Enlightenment period. 
As is manifest from the “Atheneum Fragments,” the desire to realize the 
kingdom of God on earth is part and parcel of the romantic notion of 
history. 19 Indeed, histoty since romanticism is primarily determined by 
what Coleridge referred to as the religious instinct which supplies the no¬ 
tion of an end. This notion of a secular, end-oriented history and the 
romantic (and post-romantic) conception of the (seemingly ahistorical) 
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self-reflective literary artwork together belong to one and the same episte- 
mic configuration. 

The fact remains that for paradigmatic historical fiction—the fiction of 
end-time-oriented history—the historical process does not evolve toward 
just an end but ultimately toward an end in which this process, by dint of 
a reversion, returns to its Origin. This also means that if paradigmatic 
history is processual, it is because the tendency of such history consists in 
heading toward its own abolishment, to a state where all beginnings come 
to a halt once and for all. Such a conception of history is inevitably apoca¬ 
lyptic. Yet, despite the grim diagnoses of the present state of literature 
according to the literary critics whom I have discussed, the end that they 
proclaim is not simply the terminal loss of all concern with reality through 
a sterile and devitalized self-preoccupation. Instead, this end shows itself 
either as a more radical realization of the value of critical realism at stake 
in all Western literature, or as the full effectuation of the essential struc¬ 
tural kernel or conflict that informed the genre of the novel from the 
beginning. The end is an end only if something in it comes to be and 
possesses a vivacity that is an index of the Origin, or of new beginnings. 
All literary theories indebted to a notion of paradigmatic history—whether 
the process reaches its end with the establishment of some sort of secular 
Kingdom of God, or whether it finds its end in a secular unfolding of 
infinite progress—share the same perspective of a final overcoming of his¬ 
tory. Such an end of history takes form as the full realization of the telos 
that has driven history until then, or paradoxically as an infinite process of 
approximation to a regulative idea. 20 Yet, if this dialectical conception of 
the end of history underpins the literary theories that I have considered, 
are they not therefore guilty of the same sin of which they accuse the 
contemporary novel, or anti-novel, as well as the mode of criticism that 
delves exclusively into the inner form of these works—namely, ahistoric- 
ism? Furthermore, the latter kind of criticism—one criticism based on the 
literary work’s exclusive self-referentiality—may itself be understood as 
the fulfillment of historical criticism’s tendency to think history as a proc¬ 
ess by which it is overcome in the end. The difference between historical 
thinking according to paradigmatic schemata and a thinking engaged in 
the self-reflexivity of the inner form of aesthetic objects is merely the dif¬ 
ference between mediate and immediate knowledge of the same object: 
history as the absolute medium of reflexivity at the end-time, or art as the 
absolute medium of reflexivity in the present. What Gerald Graff terms 
“the reflexive fallacy” also appears to be in literary theory the “natural” 
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conclusion toward which historical criticism is carried by its own prem¬ 
ises. 21 If history is determined as a fall away from an Origin, then the 
return to this Origin entails the abolition of the whole process itself. The 
kind of literary criticism whose object is the artwork’s structure of self- 
reflexivity is, in its disregard for history, not only perfectly historical in 
the sense of paradigmatic historical criticism but it is even more faithful 
to, and has greater bearing upon, the presuppositions they both share. The 
paradigmatic approach to literature, as I have pointed out, is based on the 
assumption that the present is characterized by the complete erosion of all 
values—aesthetic, ethical, and political—associated with the literary repre¬ 
sentation of reality. With the dismal, or catastrophic, end that is the pres¬ 
ent, the end of history, as one structured by paradigms, has been reached. 
The critical approach to the artwork, which singles out the text’s self- 
referentiality and construes it as a purpose in itself independent of all ref¬ 
erence to reality, has a similar take on the present except that here the 
present is valued differently. As Blumenberg has noted, the absolute lack 
of interest in history and historical explication is itself “a characteristic of 
the acute situation of its [history’s] end.” 22 The literary concern with the 
self-reflective autonomy of texts, hence their lack of history, shares a per¬ 
fect symmetry with the historical critic’s assumption that his age is the 
end-time, and that he is in fact the last man, and, as this last man, both a 
prophet of doom and a herald of hope. 

At the outset of this chapter, I raised the question of the commensurate¬ 
ness of the historical category of secularization to history in what one 
might call its factuality. Needless to say, in order to reject this category, 
and with it the conception of history as paradigmatic, it would be neces¬ 
sary to know what history really is, apart from this concept which serves to 
make it intelligible as history. Rather than pursuing this issue, I will, there¬ 
fore, limit myself to discussing one more approach to history, one that is 
anathema to Kermode and his conception of paradigmatic history, and 
that may perhaps be viewed as an alternative to the secularized versions of 
history that I have discussed so far. 

As has been argued, historical criticism and the ahistorical criticism that 
centers on the artwork’s structure of self-reflexivity each occupy one of 
the two facets of the romantic epistemic paradigm. Whereas historical 
criticism, in the name of the truth of history, abides by the model of para¬ 
digmatic fiction, formalistic criticism rejects this model in the name of the 
higher truth of the works’ structures of self-reflexivity and self-cognition. 
But, again, historical criticism is also strangely ahistorical because it con¬ 
ceives of the present as the end of history. For historical criticism, the 
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present is always an end insofar as it represents the final decline of what 
promised itself at the beginning, even as it makes us reach back for the 
vitality of that beginning. But historical criticism is ahistorical for still an¬ 
other reason, namely, because it fails to reflect upon its own position in 
terms of its indebtedness to romantic historicism. When Kermode, for 
example, acknowledges paradigmatic history’s links to romanticism, he 
does so without drawing any consequences. Ironically, however, once this 
indebtedness is taken seriously, the historicization of historical literary 
criticism is experienced as a profound threat, as though to retrace its 
indebtedness to romanticism is to jeopardize all the values to which the 
traditional critic resorted in his attempt to counter ahistorical, formalistic 
criticism. In Validity in Interpretation, E. D. Hirsch therefore fires back at 
what he calls “radical historicism,” accusing it of historical skepticism. 
But this threat posed to historical criticism by the acknowledgment of its 
rootedness in romanticism is only one aspect of the problem. Hirsch him¬ 
self evokes a second implication of this historical reflection when he points 
to the fact that, ironically, “it has been a development of historicism itself 
which in the present day has raised the most persistent objections to the 
possibility of historical knowledge.” 23 The threat emerges from within his¬ 
torical criticism in the shape of a reflection on its own historical origin. In 
short, historical criticism, by reflecting on its own historical condition, 
is accused of turning against itself and of mutating itself into a form of 
ahistoricity. 

But what exactly does Hirsch refer to with “radical historicism?” In 
Validity in Interpretation, the avowed target of this term is the Gadamerian 
concept of effective histoty (Wirkungsgeschichte ). 24 In Truth and Method 
(i960), Gadamer introduces this concept in the declared attempt to draw 
out the implications that Martin Heidegger’s analysis of the temporal 
modes of Dasein in Being and Tittle holds for the human sciences. Whether 
Heidegger’s ontological radicalization of understanding as essentially his¬ 
torical lends itself to such an application is not our concern here. By con¬ 
trast, Gadamer’s idea of effective history, which in fact rests on his analyses 
of the living tradition in which the experiencing and cognizing subject 
necessarily partakes, does deserve our interest. Indeed, with this notion 
Gadamer seeks to overcome the abstract antithesis of subject and object— 
and also, therefore, of history and the knowledge of it—that dominates 
the romantic hermeneutics of Schleiermacher, and that was adopted not 
only by the historical schools of the nineteenth century, but also by a 
philosopher no less important than Dilthey. In Truth and Method Gadamer 
writes: 
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Whereas romantic hermeneutics had taken homogeneous human nature as 
the unhistorical substratum of its theory of understanding and hence had 
freed the con-genial interpreter from all historical conditions, the self-criti¬ 
cism of historical consciousness leads finally to recognizing historical 
movement not only in events but also in understanding itself. Understanding 
is to be thought of less as a subjective act than as participating in an event of 
tradition, a process of transmission in which past and present are constantly 
mediated. (290) 25 

Since historical consciousness itself is involved in history, it is imperative, 
according to Gadamer, that “real historical thinking . . . take account of 
its own historicity” (TM, 299). Whereas by objectifying its object, so- 
called historicism merely chases a phantom in the hope of progressively 
determining it in a scientifically objective manner, true historical thinking 
views “the object as the counterpart of itself and hence understand^] both. 
The true historical object is not an object at all but the unity of the one 
and the other, a relationship that constitutes both the reality of history 
and the reality of historical understanding” (TM, 299-300). Rather than 
an objective correlate of an ahistorical subject, such intertwining of the 
historical subject and the tradition in which he or she partakes, and from 
out of which or with respect to which he or she makes sense of the present, 
is constitutive of history itself. For Gadamer, then, historical continuity is 
not a given. On the contrary, only by reflecting on one’s own participation 
in a tradition and thus taking one’s own historicality into account, only by 
being conscious of the hermeneutical situation in which historical experi¬ 
ence and cognition takes place, does historical continuity come into being. 
True historical thinking is therefore historical in that it is productive of 
history as a tradition and a continuum. True historical thinking is “histori¬ 
cally effected consciousness [wirkungsgeschichtliches Bewusstsein ]” (TM, 
301). Yet, as Gadamer also admits, such reflection has its internal limits: 
“the illumination of this [hermeneutical] situation—reflection on effective 
history—can never be completely achieved; yet the fact that it can never 
be completed is due not to a deficiency in reflection but to the essence of 
the historical being that we are. To be historically means that knowledge of 
oneself can never be complete" (TM, 303). The subject of historical under¬ 
standing, that is, effective-historical consciousness, is inevitably a finite 
consciousness. In fact, as Gadamer suggests, there is no subjectivity and 
no consciousness without some kind of substantiality, without something 
historically given that determines them, and that causes them to partici¬ 
pate in that which they try to understand. 
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Why does Hirsch judge Gadamer’s conception of historicism to be 
“radical” and a threat? “Radical historicism”—note that this term has 
been explicitly claimed by Auerbach for his own approach to the history 
of Western literature—is radical insofar as it poses a threat to Hirsch’s 
understanding of the history of literature, its methodology, and especially 
the status of the critic. 26 It is radical because Hirsch considers the concept 
of an effective history that takes the hermeneutical situation of the subject 
of historical experience into account, and that therefore understands this 
subject as an inescapably finite subject, to be a skeptic’s conception. Cer¬ 
tainly, the concept of effective history radically puts into question the pos¬ 
sibility of a subject who from a bird’s eye view totalizes the whole 
historical process as a definite meaningful continuum. Within the context 
of my discussion so far, the concept of effective history, which concerns 
history as a living entity, one whose life arises from understanding it, is in 
no way simply a relativistic conception. The label of skepticism therefore 
serves to disqualify a position on history that threatens Hirsch’s objectivist 
understanding of the truth of history, and above all one that undermines 
the venerable status of literary critics and historians as seers or prophets. 

Undoubtedly, the irreducible finitude of historical consciousness that 
follows from its hermeneutical situation thoroughly disputes the possibil¬ 
ity of all great narratives and paradigmatic fictions of history, even and 
especially if it is the very condition for the production of history itself. But 
if one continues to unpack Gadamer’s conception of historical hermeneu¬ 
tics and effective history, one may discover that this conception is perhaps 
not as radical as Hirsch has made it out to be. Indeed, it may not even be 
totally distinct from the secular versions of sacred history. I should first 
point out that Gadamer’s attempt at forging a historical hermeneutics also 
entails freeing it “from the metaphysical claims of reflective philosophy” 
(TM, 342). Even as he announces this project of uncoupling historical 
hermeneutics from reflective philosophy, and above all from Hegel’s spec¬ 
ulative philosophy, Gadamer is fully aware that one cannot possibly topple 
reflexivity by way of reflection; as he sees it, the formal quality of reflective 
philosophy—its “dialectic superiority”—is the reason why “every possible 
position is drawn into the reflective movement of consciousness coming 
to itself” (TM, 344). Yet, all appeal to immediacy, that is, to an “irrational - 
istic reduction” of reflective philosophy, is no less “self-refuting, in that it 
is not itself an immediate relation but a reflective activity” (TM, 344). 
In contrast, Gadamer resists the irrationalist response to reflective and 
speculative thought in order to find a way of understanding effective-his¬ 
torical consciousness so that, whatever becomes of its object, it “does not 
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dissolve into a mere reflective reality in the consciousness of the effect.” 
In other words, his concern is to discover a way in which “to conceive a 
reality that limits and exceeds the omnipotence of reflection” (TM, 342). 
According to Truth and Method, this reality that escapes reflective philoso¬ 
phy’s totalizing grasp is language. But the question that begs an answer is 
whether Gadamer’s hermeneutics and concept of effective history truly 
meet this challenge, and whether he avoids the reflective fallacy that, as I 
have argued, supposedly takes history out of history. Furthermore, I will 
have to determine whether Gadamer’s alleged radical historicism succeeds 
in extracting itself fully from the romantic heritage. 

Notwithstanding his emphasis on the limits of reflective philosophy, 
for Gadamer, Hegel is not to be simply overcome and discarded. On the 
contrary, since Hegel’s reflective philosophy seeks to achieve a total medi¬ 
ation of past and present, Gadamer views his own undertaking as a contin¬ 
uation of Hegel’s efforts. After all, what else is effective history if not a 
complete fusion of the subject of historical cognition and history itself? 
Yet, because of this ostensible kinship between the two enterprises, and 
the need “to define the structure of historically effected consciousness with an 
eye to Hegel,” Gadamer must also set his own understanding of history 
against the earlier approach (TM, 346). Indeed, even though Truth and 
Method pursues the mediation between the present and the past in a way 
that is analogous to Hegel’s project, the difference with Hegel lies in Ga¬ 
damer’s refusal to embrace the latter’s reflective philosophy. As he sees it, 
effective history and effective-historical consciousness as forms of finitude 
involve a criticism of the idea of both reflexivity and its corollary, specula¬ 
tive infinity. But what precisely constitutes the difference? As Gadamer’s 
developments on historical experience show, the difference derives from 
his attempts to demonstrate that reflective thought never closes upon it¬ 
self, and never achieves completion. Rather than culminating in a synthe¬ 
sis, the mediation of effective historical consciousness of the present and 
past remains open. Instead of bringing history to an end, this conscious¬ 
ness is essentially productive of historical continuity, and thus finitizes 
without end all totalizations of experience as essentially temporal. In a 
way, Gadamer aims at a dialectics without synthesis. 

Before further inquiring into this openness, and thus also into a history 
that, at first glance, is not teleologically oriented towards endings—that is, 
not paradigmatic—it is necessary to linger for a moment on the irreducible 
historicality of the mediations of past and present brought about by histor¬ 
ically effective consciousness. This will provide a more precise under¬ 
standing of what “historical” means not only for Gadamer but for the 
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romantics, Hegel, and the Hegelian tradition as well. In mediating the 
present and the past, historically effective consciousness consists in histori- 
cizing what, according to Gadamer, an eighteenth-century precursor of 
romantic hermeneutics called Chladenius called “the point of view [Sehe- 
punkt ]” of the subject of experience and cognition (TM, 182). If this asser¬ 
tion is correct, the question arises as to whether historically effective 
consciousness, understood as a function of the subject’s historical situated¬ 
ness, is not simply a variation on Hegel’s demand that philosophizing 
move within its own history. Yet, if reflective philosophy holds that the 
history of philosophical thought is necessarily the medium in which it 
unfolds, then a historical dimension is attributed to the subject, whose 
finite point of view becomes the condition for taking up all of history and 
creatively extending it into the present. Is this not precisely the reflective 
gesture par excellence? And does the historicization of the subject on 
which effective history rests, in spite of its claim to openness, not have to 
reintroduce in some way what it had set out to overcome, namely, the idea 
(or fiction) of paradigmatic history whose endings are always consonant 
with its beginnings, and without which no meaning of history, effective or 
not, can be established? 

In order to round out my interpretation, one more detour is warranted. 
It will lead through Wilhelm Dilthey’s The Formation of the Historical 
World in the Human Sciences. For Dilthey, history is sedimented human 
experience that crystallizes in social organizations and institutions. If his¬ 
tory rests on lived experience, the role of the human sciences, and particu¬ 
larly the discipline of history, is to render conscious, and thus actual, the 
knowledge that a society, or mankind, has of itself. It follows that there 
is no distinction here between subject and object, but rather an intrinsic 
continuity between sedimented experience and the subject of understand¬ 
ing. Interestingly enough, Dilthey calls this continuum between the 
historical world and the human sciences an “effective totality [ Wirkungs- 
zusammenhang >].” In understanding history as a living understanding of 
another’s lived experience, the limitations of the singularity of that other’s 
experience are overcome, so that experience may be shared in the present 
by the whole community. In fact, historical understanding is grounded in 
the communal life of historical subjects at a present time. Dilthey writes 
that the “basic experience of commonality [. . .] is the presupposition for 
understanding” (FHW, 163). 27 Historical understanding is an understand¬ 
ing that is not only grounded in the communal life of subjects, it fosters 
communal life itself by dissolving the uniqueness of individual experiences 
past and present and turning them into a communal experience by all the 
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members of the community. Thus, an important feature of the human 
sciences becomes highlighted: 

Understanding presupposes experience, but lived experience only becomes 
life-experience if understanding leads us from the narrowness and subjec¬ 
tivity of experiencing into the region of the whole and the general. More¬ 
over, the understanding of an individual personality [Dilthey’s example is 
Bismarck], to be complete, requires systematic knowledge, while systematic 
knowledge is equally dependent on the vivid grasping of the individual life- 
unit. The conceptual cognition of inorganic nature proceeds through a for¬ 
mation of sciences in which the lower stratum is always independent of the 
one that it grounds; in the human sciences everything from the process of 
understanding onwards is determined [bestimmt] by the relationship of mu¬ 
tual dependence. (FHW, 164) 

Unlike the natural sciences, the human sciences are not stratified. Under¬ 
standing in the human sciences, especially in history, is characterized by a 
fundamental congeniality of subject and object, of individual and commu¬ 
nal experience, of systematic knowledge of one historical period and time 
and the experience of that same period and time by an individual subject, 
and so forth—a congeniality based on reciprocal dependence. The under¬ 
standing of history is truly understanding only on the condition that it is 
rooted in that same history, and is thus itself historical. This, however, 
prompts the question of what is meant, possibly, by history and historical. 
From what Dilthey says in the above quoted passage, historical means only 
the reciprocal dependence, or the determinedness, of, say, a part by a whole, 
or an individual by the community, and vice versa. Being determined is 
being historical! The real question, then, concerns the meaning of 
determinedness. 

At this point, it is necessary to recall that, in The Formation of the Histori¬ 
cal World in the Human Sciences, both history and understanding as lived 
experience are objectifications of life. Life is at once the objectifying 
source of history and its totalizing force. Through understanding the 
whole of its objectifications in history, life as a totalizing force secures its 
own reflection, in what Dilthey terms an “effective totality.” Since life is 
the whole that determines the parts, understanding is the very process 
through which the parts that contain this whole are reflected back into the 
whole to which they belong. Whereas history is this process in which life 
is objectified, historical understanding folds these objectifications, these 
parts of life, back into the whole, and is therefore nothing less than the 
agent of life’s self-reflection. It thus comes as no surprise that autobiogra¬ 
phy becomes the main form by which life understands itself. Dilthey 
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writes: “In autobiography we encounter the highest and most instructive 
form of the understanding of Life” (FHW, 199). Autobiography is not 
just one instance in which an individual life proceeds to understand itself; 
it is the root of all historical understanding insofar as the latter consists in 
a community’s self-understanding, and, ultimately, in the self-understand¬ 
ing of life. Dilthey remarks that self-reflection “alone makes historical in¬ 
sight [Sehen\ possible. The power and scope of our own lives and the 
energy with which we reflect on them provide the basis of historical vi¬ 
sion” (FHW, 222). Based on self-reflection, historical perception pro¬ 
duces an understanding of history as specular autobiography, as it were, in 
which life (or the spirit \Geist\, which for Dilthey are homonymous con¬ 
cepts) reflects itself into an always-open totality. This infinite openness of 
history and its congenital understanding is what distinguishes Dilthey 
from Hegel. 

Based on my reading, history accomplishes its specular, though open, 
totality in the same manner as the human science of history, namely, 
through a mutual determination of part and whole, individual and com¬ 
munity, singular act of understanding and communal consciousness of the 
tradition, and so forth. But, significantly enough, such mutual determina¬ 
tion, whether in history or in its systematic science, can only elaborate 
history as a self-reflexive totality if the process of reciprocal determination 
is end-oriented. In other words, the goal is reached only on condition that 
the process of determination takes place in view of a point of total the self- 
reflective transparency of life itself, even though this process is only one 
of infinite approximation. That such is, indeed, the case, becomes clear at 
the very moment when Dilthey argues that the fundamental relation be¬ 
tween lived experience and understanding as a relation of mutual determi¬ 
nateness is to be conceived as a “gradual elucidation [Aufkldrung ]” that 
takes place “through the constant interaction of two classes [individual and 
universal] of truth” (FHW, 167). The telos of reciprocal determination 
is the gradual illumination, or enlightenment, of life, that is, a gradually 
increasing consciousness of life itself through all its objective shapes. 

The term historical , then, names not only determinedness—the reci¬ 
procity of parts and whole—but a teleological orientation toward a state 
of total self-reflective transparency as well, even though, for Dilthey, this 
state will never be fully actualized. At this point, it is necessary to recall 
the German word for determination: Bestimmung. As with Aufhebung, Bes- 
timmung is a specular word, but the history of concepts demonstrates that 
it is a word that has proved to be much more resistant to criticism than 
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the concept of Aufhebung, or sublation. Bestimmung means both determi¬ 
nation and destination, that is, teleological orientedness. What, then, is 
the status of this specular term which tying these two meanings into an 
(almost) inextricable knot: Bestimmung , I would venture to say, is the re¬ 
flective operator par excellence. Determination is the very mechanism by 
which reflective philosophy (including the philosophy of romanticism) ac¬ 
complishes the reflective mediation of opposites. Based on my discussion 
so far, historical is merely another term for determinateness, that is, for a 
relation of which Hegel speaks, for example, in the Greater Logic, as “re¬ 
flective determination [ Reflexionsbestimmung].” I have already pointed out 
that the telos of history in both its senses as the whole of past events 
and its systematic science or narration—its Bestimmung , in the sense of 
destination—is the total self-reflection of spirit, or life (whether this is a 
process that, as for Hegel, comes to a determinate conclusion or is an 
infinitely ongoing process, as with Dilthey and Gadamer). In sum, then, 
history, or anything that is historical, is an intrinsically reflective notion, 
teleologically oriented toward the absolute self-reflection of life, or spirit, 
or total determinateness. 

I ended my discussion of Gadamer’s concept of effective history by 
asking whether this concept is drastically different from that of paradigma¬ 
tic history, and thus an alternative to it. From the preceding developments, 
it is clear that this is, at best, rather unlikely. As with Theodor W. 
Adorno’s concept of negative dialectics and of a dialectics without synthesis, 
the idea of effective history merely defers the teleological completion of its 
process of interaction, or mutual determination between past and present. 
Furthermore, if the understanding of history as effective history were not 
teleologically oriented by the tradition of historical thinking as a whole, 
Gadamer would have to restrict all understanding to that of the present, 
and would have to concede that no true understanding of the past is possi¬ 
ble. In fact, without such orientedness, even if it is never fully actualized, 
the present, too, would remain thoroughly opaque. In short, without a 
minimum of a paradigm concerning its beginnings and endings, Gadamer 
would be unable to make sense of both the past and the present, and he 
would be vulnerable to an objection like the following, which Hirsch has 
leveled against what he, for his part, understands as effective history: “The 
radical historicist is rather sentimentally attached to the belief that only 
our own cultural entities have ‘authentic’ immediacy for us.” 28 

If Hirsch’s argument fails to score a point with regard to Gadamer’s 
notion of effective history, this is precisely because the dialectical openness 
that this concept promotes is, in the end, not so open as Gadamer would 
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like us to believe. It is true that the accomplishment of effective history 
consists in abolishing the atemporal and ahistorical position of the histori- 
cist himself which traditional historical criticism has been reluctant to give 
up. Yet, if the position of the subject of historical experience and under¬ 
standing is determined by the whole of history, and is thus situated with 
respect to this whole—if, in other words, he or she becomes a moment in 
history—then history itself becomes the very telos of the mediation that is 
brought about in and by effective history. Indeed, once subject and object 
become historicized, that is, determined and reflected into one another, 
history itself is turned into the absolute self-reflective subject waiting at 
the end of the process, deferred or not. History paradoxically becomes its 
own telos. History, as an absolutely self-reflective entity, is the telos of the 
tradition in which the subject of the cognition of history finds his or her 
effective place. It hardly matters whether this telos of history is grasped 
along Hegelian lines as a becoming self-conscious of the tradition—as 
seems to be the case with Gadamer—or according to what Benjamin has 
called the medium of infinite reflection—as is the case with the romantics 
who continue to inspire the kind of literary criticism whose object is the 
text’s self-reflexivity. Both cases demonstrate a reflective concept of his¬ 
tory that remains intrinsically paradigmatic in a Kermodean sense. 

What the preceding discussion has brought to light is an essential com¬ 
plicity between the concept of reflexivity and history, and by extension, 
between a literary criticism that pretends to be historical and one whose 
aim is to establish the text’s inherent self-referentiality or self-reflection. 
Historical literary criticism’s conception of history as paradigmatic—that 
is, as a history shaped by beginnings and endings—cannot do without re¬ 
flexivity, while the supposedly ahistorical criticism that engages the inner 
form of literary artwork implicitly assumes a notion of history in which it 
has accomplished its goal and has come into its own. This complicity 
makes it rigorously impossible to play one against the other. All polemics 
by one position against the other are based on a denial of its own 
presuppositions. 

Are there then no other concepts of history, or, to cite the title of a 
work by Paul Benichou, is there no ending to Le tev/ps des prophetesi Is 
there no alternative to paradigmatic history? As I hope to have shown, the 
idea of effective history may have been developed in an effort to overcome 
the limitations of reflective philosophy critically, but it does not represent 
a radical alternative because of its own dependence on reflexivity. Paradox¬ 
ically, it is its own intimately reflective nature that establishes its kinship 
with the secular paradigmatic patterns of the conceptions of history that I 
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have discussed. But to speak of alternatives to paradigmatic history, to 
end-time-oriented history whether in a religious or secular manner, is 
perhaps not the right way to engage this issue. The aim here has not been 
to propose an alternative, but, on the contrary, to ward off a false opposi¬ 
tion—the opposition of history and reflexivity—and in the same breath, a 
false problem—in order to clear the ground for another debate, particu¬ 
larly in the domain of literary criticism, about history. In such a debate it 
cannot be a question of confronting the history of beginnings and endings 
with an alternative concept of history, but only of displacing the dominant 
models of historical thought by inquiring deeper into the notion of the 
historical itself. 



CHAPTER 8 


On Aesthetic and Historical Determination 


As innocent as the prefix post- in front of structuralism may sound, it is 
burdened with the formidable task of blaming and overcoming structural¬ 
ism’s alleged ahistoricity. The mere linguistic event of a formation such as 
‘post-structuralism’ alone suggests that history-in-person has come to 
belie the theoretical ambitions of the previous ahistorical doctrine. Under 
the banner of diachrony and the factual, empiricism, now disguised as 
post-structuralism, pretends to have come to grips with pure synchrony, 
and through it to have overcome nothing less than the ideology of Platon¬ 
ism. Yet, in spite of all these claims, it is, in practice, not very easy to 
distinguish post-structuralism from what precedes it. Recent collections of 
essays featuring so-called post-structuralists are a perfect case in point. 
One of the reasons for this difficulty lies in the fact that the question 
concerning the difference and the relation of structure and genesis, system 
and history, Platonism and empiricism, had itself been opened up by struc¬ 
turalism. Hence, it would be preferable—if one does not consider post¬ 
structuralism to be an object of wish fulfillment rather than anything 
else—to speak of neo-structuralism. Indeed, the controversy of structure 
versus history, whether it haunts structuralism already from within or fol¬ 
lows it disguised as post-structuralism, presupposes a minimal consensus 
and therefore a hope of mutual reconciliation. This consensus consists of 
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nothing less than the agreement upon the essential complicity between 
structural and genetic analysis, history and ahistory, synchrony and diach¬ 
rony, Platonism and empiricism. 

Yet, in claiming that the question of history versus structure has been 
opened up in structuralism itself, I do not merely want to say that structur¬ 
alism’s assertion of the priority of structure and system is a function of a 
conscious theoretical choice by which genesis and history are relegated 
to the status of border phenomena. On the contrary, the thesis is that 
structuralism, with its insistence on structure, is the dream-come-true and 
goal of historicism. Indeed, I would contend that there is no concept more 
historical than the concept of structure. 

As Derrida has noted in Writing and Dijferetice, structural consciousness 
is “consciousness in general, as a conceptualization of the past. .., of facts 
in general. A reflection of the accomplished, the constituted, the con¬ 
structed. Historical, eschatological, and crepuscular by its very situation.” 1 
The seemingly ahistorical doctrine of structuralism is, indeed, tributary to 
the notion of end-time-oriented history, that is, to history as such, since 
mere chronological series of facts are not history at all. The structure by 
which facts become conceptualized, and in which the essential relations 
are laid out, represents the final outcome, the fulfilled telos of history. As 
the result of history, it is also that in which history culminates and comes 
to an end. 

No one was more aware of this complicity between structure and gene¬ 
sis, between Platonism and empiricism, than Husserl. As Derrida has dem¬ 
onstrated in Edmund Husserl’s “Origin of GeometryAn Introduction, as well 
as in the essay “ ‘Genesis and Structure’ and Phenomenology,” it was pre¬ 
cisely this recognition of the complicity in question, and the ensuing inter¬ 
rogation of both the idea of system and history, which led to Husserl’s 
development of phenomenology. From the outset, phenomenology has 
been interested in overcoming the theoretically unsatisfactory state of a 
presumed conflictive difference of the genetic and the structural approach, 
a difference that, because of the polemical rift between the approaches, 
also implies an essential interdependence. By its transcendental quest, 
Husserl’s phenomenology represents, indeed, an attempt at reconciling 
the alleged differences between the two approaches. Navigating between 
the Scylla of logicizing structuralism (with its systematic structures that 
are perfectly closed upon themselves) on the one hand and the Charybdis 
of psychologistic and historicist genetism on the other, Husserl—after 
having exposed the empiricist (that is skeptic) nature of the principles in¬ 
forming both structuralism and genetic theories—opened, as is well 
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known, a new direction of attention. This new attention, as Derrida has 
pointed out, is concerned with the original unity, the common root of 
both structure and genesis. This root is thought by Husserl to be the 
structurality of an opening of what one used to call structures, or as the 
structural a priori of historicity, as it is called in his later works. 

Although it may well be the case that Husserl reproduces in the field of 
phenomenology many of the problems he set out to overcome, the new 
philosophical attention of phenomenology, it seems to us, remains—to the 
extent that it seeks the best in structuralism, that is, means to explore 
iterability and through it historicity itself—the sole tradition in which the 
problem of structure versus genesis can be posed in a philosophically exi¬ 
gent manner. It is, I believe, the only viable tradition of philosophical 
questioning in the aftermath of dialectic and speculative thought, in which 
the difference and complicity, the double bind, between structure and his¬ 
tory, Platonism and empiricism, can be accounted for. From a phenome¬ 
nological perspective, these differences, instead of appearing as primary 
differences, are understood as being derivative upon the transcendentality 
of a structural opening. Whether one conceives that opening in Husserlian 
terms, as the irregionality of the noema, the nonintentionality of the hyle 
of Ideas I, in Heideggerian terms as being as difference, Ereignis, Lichtung; 
or in Derridean terms as differance, iterability, supplementarity, and so 
on, this attention to a fundamental passivity of a priori structures of an 
opening for structures (in the common sense) and temporality not only 
precludes the one-sided possibilities of closure in the structuralist ap¬ 
proach, or of hoping to be able to do without a minimum of fundamental 
structures in a purely historical approach; it altogether displaces the tradi¬ 
tional debate. It is no longer a question of pro and contra. As already for 
Husserl, the occasional privilege accorded to one approach over the other 
is a function of the space of description to which they are applied as opera¬ 
tive concepts. What changes the parameters of the traditional debate con¬ 
cerning the truth values of structure and genesis is the interest in their 
underlying unity, whatever the terms in which that unity is thought of. 

In what follows, I would like to address a debate intimately linked to 
the one mentioned. It is the debate currently raging in literary criticism, 
opposing textual (merely aesthetic) criticism, concerned with the struc¬ 
tures of the works of art themselves, and (extrinsic) historical criticism. 
Without truly engaging in a so-called transcendental analysis of the differ¬ 
ence in question, that is, without developing in detail the type of unity 
that these different trends of conceptualization presuppose, the following 
remarks will mainly limit themselves to asserting that for mere historical, 
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if not systematical, reasons it is, indeed, impossible to choose clearly be¬ 
tween aesthetics or history. 

In order to begin displacing the controversy and the polemics that take 
place in the name of history against text-oriented criticism, I will turn to 
an analysis of an eighteenth-century text, a text emanating from a century 
that simultaneously gave birth to the twin disciplines of aesthetics and 
history. The text I will consider is Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten’s dis¬ 
sertation of 1735 entitled Meditationes philosophicae de nonnullis ad poema 
pertinentibus, hereafter to be referred to as Reflections on Poetry . 2 This rela¬ 
tively short text is to be viewed as already containing in a nutshell the major 
ideas that Baumgarten developed in his Aesthetica between 1750 and 1758. 

Baumgarten’s contribution to the problems of aesthetics is often seen 
as limited to his having named the science of aesthetics. In that perspec¬ 
tive, his dry and pedantic work, following that of the rationalist philoso¬ 
pher Wolff—himself a disciple of Leibniz—is viewed as bringing a certain 
type of reflection on the beautiful to an end, rather than giving birth to a 
new approach. Undoubtedly, Baumgarten’s philosophy reflects his age and 
his aesthetics, because of its merely formal nature, remains tributary to the 
rationalist conception of the beautiful. And yet, was it not Baumgarten 
who, by recognizing the dignity of aesthetic experience—an experience 
judged common by the rationalist philosophers—laid the grounds for the 
distinct sphere of the science of the beautiful? Was it not Baumgarten 
who, by introducing a number of decisive categories and concepts into the 
study of the beautiful, anticipated Kant’s Critique of Judgment, and through 
it the speculative systems of the aesthetics of German idealism as well as 
those of German romanticism? Indeed, Baumgarten’s science of the beau¬ 
tiful “survived the complete destruction of its shell, the rationalist meta¬ 
physics, through Kant’s transcendental philosophy.” 3 It would be naive to 
believe that contemporary philosophical aesthetics or literary criticism 
have left that tradition behind. As the continuing debate over the relation 
between history and aesthetics shows, even some of the more technical 
aspects of Baumgarten’s aesthetics continue to inform the contemporary 
debates. As I will demonstrate in the following by centering on one of 
Baumgarten’s major concepts—a concept concerning the possibility of 
distinguishing the historical and the aesthetical—a detour through 
Baumgarten’s Reflections on Poetty could represent a first and indispensable 
step in coming to grips with the essential complicity and unity of history 
and aesthetics which underlie the current controversies. 

In his essay, “Art History and Pragmatic History,” Hans Robert Jauss 
notes: 



21/j. 


Parting with the Paradigms 


The decay of the traditional form of literary history, shaped in the nine¬ 
teenth century and now drained of all exemplary scholarly character, makes 
it almost impossible for us to realize the great status that was enjoyed by 
art history at its birth, with the formation of historical perception in the 
thought of the Enlightenment, in the philosophy of history of the German 
idealists, and at the beginning of historicism . 4 

As Jauss remarks, the form of history that claimed philosophical interest by 
contrast to the traditional “histories,” up to the middle of the eighteenth 
century, was a history that borrowed its paradigm from art history. This 
process, I claim, can be seen to begin with Baumgarten’s reflections on art 
in his dissertation. In my analysis of that text, I will be concerned, above 
all, with the conceptual nexus between the disciplines of aesthetics and 
history, with what makes it both possible and necessary that art history 
could enjoy the status of a paradigm with respect to historical knowledge. 

Aesthetics, as understood by Baumgarten, is a science of perception, 
the science of things perceived, or aistheta. It is a science that Baumgarten, 
aware of the inner limits of conventional logic, had the courage to juxta¬ 
pose with the oldest and most eminent philosophical doctrine as a second 
sphere within the totality of reason. This other sphere within reason as a 
whole is endowed with a specific autonomy with regard to the logical 
sphere. Although the law that rules it is not the same as that of the logical 
concept, it is not merely a simulacrum of it. It is, on the contrary, an 
analogon rationis. In the aftermath of Leibniz’s doctrine of a succession of 
distinct steps of cognition—that is thought—Baumgarten recognized that 
the lower powers of cognition have their own logos. Contrary to the supe¬ 
rior faculty of logic exclusively concerned with things known or noeta, the 
gnoseologia inferior , that is aesthetics, amounts to a sort of cognition con¬ 
cerned with things of sense, with things that, contrary to the things re¬ 
moved from sense, are endowed with a certain obscurity. Whereas 
thought has as its objects things that are distinct, sensate representations 
(repraesentationes sensitivae), the objects of perception are confused. It is im¬ 
portant to note that this notion of confusion is not to be understood in a 
derogatory sense. The notion of perceptio confiisa refers to a distinction 
made by Leibniz in paragraph xxiv of the Discourse on Metaphysics. Leibniz 
writes: “When I can recognise a thing among others, without being able 
to say in what its differentiae or properties consist, the knowledge is con¬ 
fused .” 5 The confusion in question concerns a lack of distinction with re¬ 
gard to the characteristics of an object, or to the specific differences that 
distinguish it from other things. Hence, as Ernst Cassirer has remarked, 
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one must understand confusion here in its strict etymological sense. This 
meaning, to quote Cassirer, is “that in all aesthetic intuition a confluence 
[.Zusammenfluss ], a fusing together, of elements takes place, and that we 
cannot isolate the individual elements from the totality of the intuition. 
But such a confluence creates no disorder; for this complex presents itself 
to direct perception as a definite and harmonious whole \als ein durchgangig- 
bestimmtes und als ein diirchgcingig-gegliedertes Ganzes ].” 6 The discrimina¬ 
tory activity characteristic of conceptual (symbolic or intellectual) cogni¬ 
tion as demarcated from sensate or intuitive cognition is a function of 
conceptual knowledge’s aspiration to ground the manifold of the proper¬ 
ties of a thing in the unity of its essence. The confused perception of 
sensate cognition lacks this progression or regression toward a ground or 
essence, and is, thus, necessarily indistinct. Yet this does not mean that 
confused perception could not be clear perception. Indeed, confused rep¬ 
resentations can be either obscure or clear. 

Baumgarten’s aesthetic, as a logic in a broader sense, is supposed to 
serve as a guide for the lower faculty in the sensate cognition of things. It 
serves, according to Baumgarten, to “improve the lower faculties of know¬ 
ing, and to sharpen them,” in other words, to help sensate perception 
achieve perfection (78). Perfection is meant to achieve unity in variety. 
Such perfection in sensate cognition depends on the clarity of sensate, 
or confused, representations. Clear representations in contradistinction to 
distinct representations (that is, to concepts), are representations that per¬ 
mit everyday orientation in our sensible environment. In addition, clear 
representations, contrary to obscure ones, are communicable, because 
they alone are sufficiently distinguishable from one another, and hence 
recognizable to sense. Now, what constitutes clarity? And what is it that 
demarcates it from distinctness? Baumgarten argues that the difference 
between obscure and clear representations is a function of the number of 
characteristic traits ( notarum repraesentationes) they contain, and which 
serve to distinguish and, thus, to make them recognizable. Clarity in sen¬ 
sate representation stems from the quantity of representative elements 
that it includes. Obviously enough, concepts are clear, too, but their clarity 
is said to be one of intensity. Whereas concepts are intensively clear or clearer 
than others—“through a discrimination of characteristics (per notarum dis- 
tinctionem)” plumbing “the depth of cognition”—sensate representations 
are extensively clear or clearer than others. Whereas intensive clarity, the 
clarity of ideas—“complete, adequate, profound through every degree”— 
follows from the reduction in depth of the whole of an intuition to a few 
fundamental or essential distinctions in which the essence of the thing 
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is beheld, extensive or aesthetic clarity, which does not suffer any such 
conceptual reduction, is a function of the sole quantity of representation 
(42). Baumgarten notes: “In extensively very clear representations more is 
represented in a sensate way than in those less clear . . (43). The more 

elements a sensate representation contains, the clearer it is, and since per¬ 
fection is a function of clarity, the clearer it is, the more perfect it is. 

Yet what is of special interest here is the fact that the clearer a sensate 
representation becomes, that is, the greater the unity that it achieves in 
variety, the more determinate it is said to be. Indeed, determinateness is 
grounded in the perfection of clarity of sensate representations, in an in¬ 
creased extensive accumulation of characteristic sensate traits. Now, deter¬ 
minateness, according to Baumgarten, is the criterion par excellence of clear 
representations. Since determinateness is the mark for a type of unity that 
characterizes individuals it is that type of unity that most radically distin¬ 
guishes clear representations from the generality and universality of con¬ 
cepts, essences, or grounds. The difference between confused but clear 
sensate representations and distinct representations or concepts is that the 
former constitute individuals. “Individuals are determined in every re¬ 
spect,” Baumgarten notes (43). They are, indeed, most determined ( deter- 
minatissimus). Determinateness, because it achieves an individualized 
unity-in-variety in sensate perception, is the hallmark of what Baumgarten 
understands under the aesthetic object. As Alfred Baeumler has remarked: 
“petfectio cognitionis sensitivae —that means a direction, a road. The road of 
determination that leads to the individual, the road, thus, toward the aes¬ 
thetic object .’” 1 This category of determination, or determinateness—later 
to be translated by Kant and the German idealists as Bestimmung and by 
the romantics as Charakterisierung —is a category constitutive of that very 
specific logical realm that Baumgarten’s aesthetics has wrenched from the 
logic of the schools. Determination as a connecting of sensate representa¬ 
tions into individuals is the analogon rationis that constitutes the realm of 
aesthetics as a realm in its own right. It corresponds to a sensate type of 
connecting of characteristic elements into the concrete unity of an individ¬ 
ual and is, consequently, similar to—but also very different from—the sort 
of connecting that distinguishes ratio. In short, then, if Baumgarten can 
be said to have effectively laid the ground for the sphere of aesthetics, a 
sphere thoroughly distinct from that of rational cognition, it is because of 
the category of determination that brings about unity as individuality. 8 
This hallmark of aesthetics is the true survivor of Baumgarten’s science of 
the beautiful, as all the major aesthetics since the end of the eighteenth 
century clearly prove. 
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However, determinateness is not only a fundamental category of aes¬ 
thetics but, from Baumgarten on, of history as well. As mentioned above, 
the eighteenth century is the cradle of both philosophical disciplines. His¬ 
torically speaking, the rise of the historical view of life in the eighteenth 
century is intimately linked to the appearance of aesthetics. In fact, history 
from Dubos, Muratori, and Vico to Herder and others, is a child of the 
individualizing spirit of the eighteenth century. Without hesitation, one 
can follow Baeumler who claims that “Aesthetics is the precursor of Histo¬ 
riography.” 9 Historical and aesthetic knowledge, then, are the two new 
modes of nonrationalist cognition that correspond to individualities con¬ 
stituted in analogy to reason through extensive determinateness into con¬ 
crete and sensible unities. The eighteenth century juxtaposed these new 
sciences with the traditional ones. 

It now remains to be seen how the concept of determination does in¬ 
deed characterize both aesthetics and history in Baumgarten’s Reflections. 
Baumgarten, having introduced the idea of aesthetics in paragraph cxvi as 
the science of perception, laid out, within the sphere of aesthetics, a special 
domain among things perceived —the domain of the rules of presentation 
(propositio ). That part of aesthetics that treats presentation, and that “is 
more extensive than the corresponding part of logic,” (the latter by pres¬ 
enting its thoughts as it thinks them, need observe only a few rules), com¬ 
prises a general rhetoric that deals with unperfected presentation and a 
general poetics, “which treats generally of the perfected presentation of sen- 
sate representations” (78). General, or philosophical, poetics is the science 
concerning the body of rules regarding presentation, and to which a poem, 
if it is to be “a perfect sensate discourse,” must conform (39). What contri¬ 
butes to the perfection of a poem as a discourse of confused, yet clear, 
representations—that is, to the extensive clarity of these confused, because 
fused, representations—is called poetic. Based on my discussion so far, the 
poetics of a perfected sensate discourse must hinge on its determinateness. 
Baumgarten writes: “The more determinate things are, the more their 
representations embrace. In fact, the more that is gathered together in a 
confused representation, the more clarity the representation has . . . and 
the more poetic it is . . . Therefore, for things to be determined as far 
as possible when they are to be represented in a poem is poetic.” Since 
“extensively clearer representations are especially poetic” and since “par¬ 
ticular representations are in the highest degree poetic,” the criterion of 
the poetic nature of a poem or perfect sensate discourse is its determinate¬ 
ness (43). The more determined a discourse is, the more poetic it is. Or, 
in other words, individuals are highly poetic, since they are completely 



2 l8 


Parting with the Paradigms 


particularized representations (69). That which has been determined to 
such an extent that it represents a concrete unity, a repraesentatio singularis, 
is poetic. Baeumler writes: “The activity of the poet consists in determina¬ 
tion.” It consists in accumulating determining traits that lead to what 
Baumgarten called in his Aesthetica “venusta plenitudo ,” the beautiful pleni¬ 
tude of a sensible totality. 10 

But such an individualizing and determining formation of representa¬ 
tions characterizes history and historiography as well. In both cases con¬ 
creteness, or individualizing determinateness, represents the criterion that 
distinguishes them from logical and rational cognition. This raises the 
question of what in fact distinguishes history and aesthetics, since, obvi¬ 
ously, they cannot be identical. Yet, since determinateness is the informing 
category of both, the constituting element without which there would be 
no aesthetics and no history, the distinction cannot be fundamental. In¬ 
deed, since, for Baumgarten, history is a perfected sensate discourse of 
confused and extensively clear, that is, determined and individualized, rep¬ 
resentations, it is obviously a distinction within aesthetics in general. But 
history is a mode of perfect sensate discourse and therefore it remains am¬ 
biguous whether history is a part of poetics, or whether it is opposed to 
poetics. The sole distinguishing feature between both may be found in 
what Baumgarten designates by “lucid order.” 

Although the clarity and perfection of the poetic discourse can only be 
achieved through determination, determination alone appears insufficient 
to bring about that goal. What is needed, in addition, is an interconnection 
of the determinate representations. Baumgarten remarks: “The intercon¬ 
nection of poetic representations must contribute to sensate cognition” 
(62). But interconnection is not made possible through a principle differ¬ 
ent from the one of determination. It is achieved through a second-degree 
type of determination, through a determination of determination. This 
second and higher concept of determination by which the interconnected¬ 
ness of representations becomes secured, and discursive order becomes 
realized, articulates a second meaning implied in the term determination, 
namely, direction and tendency toward a certain end. Within the context 
of my analysis of Baumgarten’s Reflections, I will conceptualize the deter¬ 
mination of determination as thematic determination. 

What is a theme? For Baumgarten, as the following definition reveals, 
it is another word for what Leibniz called the principle of sufficient reason. 
“By theme,” Baumgarten writes, “we mean that whose representation 
contains the sufficient reason of other representations supplied in the dis¬ 
course, but which does not have its own sufficient reason in them” (62). 
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In the scholia to paragraph lxxi of his Reflections, Baumgarten makes it 
quite clear how he wants us to understand the status of the theme. By 
analogically comparing the order of perfected sensate discourse to “the 
rule of order by which things in the world follow one another for disclos¬ 
ing the glory of the Creator, the ultimate and highest theme of some im¬ 
mense poem, if one may so speak,” the theme is elevated to the status of a 
transcendental and self-sufficient cause or principle that serves as sufficient 
reason for all other subservient themes or representations. Because of its 
self-sufficiency, the theme is unique and subordinates all other representa¬ 
tions to itself, which, in this manner, also become “connected among 
themselves” (63). 11 The theme thus functions as that which determines 
the already determined representations in such a manner as to integrate 
them into an individualized whole. The determination of determination, or 
the individualizing of the manifold individualities—that, precisely, is the 
task of the theme. Paragraph lxviii insists that representations that are not 
determined by the theme are not connected with it, and thus fall outside 
the poetic order. The scholia to that same paragraph reads as follows: 
“Now we are in a position to see that representations may be altogether 
good independently of each other, but that in the co-ordination of them 
every sense idea, every fiction, every fantasy must be excluded” (62). Only 
where such subjection of determined representations to a determining 
theme occurs does one find the highly poetic order of a unified totality or 
individuality. 

But such determination of individualized representations by a theme 
through which these representations become interconnected in one global 
unity does not happen all at once; it follows a certain order. The lucid 
method fnethodus lucidus) referred to above concerns, precisely, the man¬ 
ner in which representations are to succeed one another in every poetic 
discourse. Lucid method is the order by which a sensate discourse must 
exhibit its determinateness by a theme. To cite again: “The general rule 
of the lucid method is this: poetic representations are to follow each other 
in such a way that the theme is progressively represented in an extensively 
clearer way” (63). The lucid method of poetic organization, consequently, 
corresponds to a progressive manifestation of the (transcendental) princi¬ 
ple of determination of the manifold determined individualities, contrib¬ 
uting in return to the progressive determination or individualization of 
the primary theme. The lucid method is the method of thoroughly totaliz¬ 
ing and specular determination, of the exhibition of the one principle of 
determination as the totality of all interconnected individual representa¬ 
tions. Extensively clear, the poetic order achieves this clarity by fusing all 
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individualities into one, and by exhibiting to one pure glance the principle 
of this totalization in its ordering function as a thoroughly articulated 
whole. In short, poetic discourse in general requires, as such, not only 
singularizing determination but also a step-by-step linkage of all its repre¬ 
sentations to one unifying teleological principle or theme that confers an 
individualizing unity to the whole of these representations. 

To achieve this analogon rationis, the lucid method can take three differ¬ 
ent forms, all of which concur within the poetic discourse in general as a 
perfected sensate discourse: “Since . . . certain of the coordinate ideas can 
cohere as premises with conclusions, certain as like with like and related 
with related, certain through the law of sensation and imagination, there¬ 
fore there is available for lucid presentations the method of reason, the 
method of wit {in genii), and the method of the historians, respectively.” 
The latter is also called the method of memory {tnethodi memoriae). The 
poet, in order to create a perfect sensate discourse, a discourse thoroughly 
interconnected, must make use of all three methods. It is, indeed, poetic 
“to go over from one method to another,” Baumgarten claims (64). This 
becomes evident, especially, in the poetic representation of “philosophical 
or universal themes” where the historical method, for example, must be 
supplemented by the other methods—by the method of wit, in particular. 
Indeed, says Baumgarten, if “the historical part is not rich enough, hetero- 
cosmic fictions [that is, fictions that are not impossible in all possible 
worlds] are likely to be necessary” (58). The historical method is in need 
of determination: “determinations have to be added to the poem about 
those things concerning which history is silent” (59). But, more impor¬ 
tantly, history as a historical method geared toward exhibiting the univer¬ 
sal and primary theme, has to supplement its already considerable 
determinateness by having recourse to prophetic fictions, to prophecies, 
says Baumgarten, that “become the poet beautifully.” Indeed, since “fu¬ 
ture events are going to exist,” it is from them that things past receive 
their ultimate thematic determination (60-61). Probable heterocosmic 
fictions as to the future thus contribute to render the historical method 
perfect. But what follows from this is also the implication that a perfected 
historical method is, because of its lucidity, intrinsically poetic. 

At this point I’d like to return to my initial question concerning the 
difference between poetic and historical discourse. Poetic discourse and 
history are clearly aesthetic discourses. In itself, history is characterized by 
the method of memory, that is, a method that makes presentations cohere 
through the laws of sensation and imagination. Imagination here means 
not only the reproductive faculty, but, according to Wolff’s psychology, 
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the faculty of nonrational unification of sense impressions through images 
as well. 12 As a method that achieves thematic determination of already 
highly determined representations through totalizing images, history is 
one form of perfected sensate, or aesthetic, discourse. It is one form of lucid 
exposition contributing to the perfection and clarity of confused represen¬ 
tations. Yet, in that quality, history is poetic. It thus seems that history, 
rather than being a discourse different in nature from poetic discourse, is 
after all only one of the latter’s possible articulations. As the need for the 
supplementation of the historical method demonstrates, history fulfills its 
goal of thematizing determination only by giving way to other methods. 
Poetic discourse is the larger concept by which historical discourse is de¬ 
termined. Of the method of history one can say what Baumgarten stated 
with respect to individual representations, namely, that though they may 
be altogether good independently, their truth is in the interconnection 
with other representations. It is only through the interconnection with the 
two other methods that history can fully achieve what it sets out to do—to 
coordinate representations in such a manner as to progressively reveal the 
primary determining cause. 

The very task of determination characteristic of the historical discourse 
leads to history’s progressive poeticizing. It is the need inherent in aes¬ 
thetic discourse to achieve greater and greater clarity of its confused repre¬ 
sentations that causes history to turn into poetics. The logic of increased 
individualization or concreteness brings about the transformation of his¬ 
tory into poetic discourse as that discourse in which the telos of determi¬ 
nation is achieved through the progressive manifestation of that telos 
itself. To speak of history, then, as in conflict with aesthetic discourse is 
doubly wrong. First, because historical discourse is but one form of per¬ 
fected aesthetic discourse and second, because, as a perfected discourse, its 
truth lies in poetry as the totally transparent and concrete sensate dis¬ 
course. Poetry, as that discourse that achieves full determination of its 
object through individualizing determination and teleological thematic 
determination, is the encompassing type of discourse of which history is 
one form. The deep reason for both the intimacy between poetics and 
history, and the subordination of the latter to the former, thus clearly 
lies with the category of determination—the very operator of the analogm 
rationis. 

One can easily imagine the objection that the complicity outlined be¬ 
tween history and aesthetics would hinge entirely upon the mere contin¬ 
gent linguistic fact that the word determination has a clear double meaning 
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in both Latin and German. Thus, nothing universally valid could be de¬ 
duced from that wordplay. Moreover, outdated speculations of this kind 
would have no bearing whatsoever on the present discussion on what is 
historical or aesthetic. 

However, addressing these objections, which touch at the very heart of 
the problem of the relation of the generality of philosophy to the natural 
languages, is beyond the scope of this article. Instead I will confine myself 
to a few remarks. Anyone who consults an English-language philosophical 
dictionary on determination will certainly be confirmed in his or her as¬ 
sumption that that term is philosophically insignificant; at best, he or she 
will find a reference to the logical meaning of that word. 13 That person 
will miss all reference to either the meaning of boundary, limit, fixation, 
or characteristic of the Latin determinatio and the German Bestimmung, or 
to its other meaning of destination, purpose, end, and so forth. Undoubt¬ 
edly, the empirical fact that two natural languages combine in one word 
two different meanings, for either etymological or conventional reasons, 
possesses no demonstrative power whatsoever. However, in contradistinc¬ 
tion to such empirical coincidence, the linkage on the level of thought of 
the two aspects of determination, limitation, and purpose is no coinci¬ 
dence at all. It is a necessary relation whether or not there happens to be 
one word in a natural language to express that relation. 

Indeed, all determining qualification and singularization through limi¬ 
tation necessarily takes place in the perspective of an end, that is, of a 
unifying and equally individualizing determination. What happens to be 
thought of as such under the term determinatio corresponds to a major 
necessity of thought. Perhaps one may not want to go as far as Nikolai 
Hartmann in asserting that it represents a fundamental category of philo¬ 
sophical thought itself; yet one cannot overlook the peculiar relevance that 
it has had in philosophical thought at least since the eighteenth century. 
The history of this concept of determination remains to be written. It is 
the history of a category that in Baumgarten is still limited to a merely 
historical and aesthetic status, but which, under the form of self-determi¬ 
nation, becomes a dominating logical and philosophical concept in the 
transformation of logic in German idealism as it had existed since Leibniz 
and Wolff. In the philosophy of Hegel, the problematic of determination 
achieves its foremost elaboration. Its speculative perspective of self-deter¬ 
mination has remained, together with the works of the early romantics 
whose theories were informed by the same problematic, the point of refer¬ 
ence and the frame within which all major philosophy of history and art, 
as well as all forms of literary criticism, have operated. This dominating 
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role of determination as a logical aesthetic and historical category becomes 
problematic for the first time with Heidegger, and in the type of philo¬ 
sophical interrogation that leads to the work of Derrida. Thus, the history 
that I have been referring to would have to feature Heidegger’s contention 
that determination as an essential category of philosophizing has been in¬ 
volved in the forgetting of the essence of thought itself since philosophy’s 
inception. Derrida’s major elaboration on that concept, however, does not 
criticize determination in the name of a more originary understanding 
of the task of thought. What Derrida is concerned with in his notion of 
destinerrance, on the contrary, allows for a better understanding of the law 
that regulates the philosophical necessity according to which limitation 
and destination must combine in order to yield to the requirements of 
thought as such. Such a perspective, it seems to me, represents the appro¬ 
priate frame in which a history of the concept of determination ought to 
be written. Yet, for want of such a history that would establish the contin¬ 
ued intertwining of history and aesthetics in the interlocked relation of 
the concepts of limitation and end, I will now turn to two examples in 
literary criticism to illustrate that essential congeniality even in contempo¬ 
rary thought—two very different types of literary criticism as advanced by 
Wolfgang Iser and Mikhail Bakhtin. Schematically speaking, the reader- 
oriented criticism associated with Wolfgang Iser belongs to the more aes¬ 
thetically oriented text theories because of its indebtedness to Russian for¬ 
malism and the phenomenology of art of Roman Ingarden. Mikhail 
Bakhtin’s type of criticism, in contrast, represents a paradigm of historical, 
sociologically oriented—at the limit, Marxist—literary theory. 

In The Act of Reading, Iser follows Ingarden’s distinction, in the wake of 
Husserlian phenomenology, between real and ideal objects in order to 
reach a definition of the aesthetic object. Whereas ideal objects are said to 
be a function of acts of constitution that allow for their complete constitu¬ 
tion in one stroke, and thus autonomy, real objects are to be compre¬ 
hended and can in principle be completely comprehended over time. For 
the purposes of this discussion, it is important to emphasize that compre¬ 
hension of real objects proceeds through determination. An object is only 
fully comprehended if it is universally determinate, in short, if all its distin¬ 
guishing traits ( Merkmale ) have been detailed in the only mode of cogni¬ 
tion that objects call for, and that amounts to a determining compulsion. 
Aesthetic objects, in contrast to real and ideal objects, lack the autonomy 
of the first and the complete determinacy of the second class of objects. 
The aesthetic object is distinguished by what Ingarden designates as 
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“spots of indeterminacy.” The reason for this indeterminacy is that fic¬ 
tional texts draw up their own objects, and do not copy something already 
in existence as a scientific text would do. The intentional object that is the 
aesthetic object is, according to Ingarden, for reasons of principle incom¬ 
plete. It would thus seem, at first, that everything that I have said concern¬ 
ing the constitutive function of determination regarding aesthetic objects 
does not pertain in the case of Ingarden’s aesthetic theory. Yet what Ingar¬ 
den’s theory concerning an essential indeterminacy of the work of art 
serves to account for is the possibility of the work of art’s communication 
with its beholder or reader. However, such participation of the beholder 
or reader in the production and the comprehension of the work’s intention 
is viewed by Ingarden as, precisely, a series of acts of determination. In¬ 
deed, for Ingarden, “the never fully determinate intentional object is laid 
out as if it were determinate and must also pretend to be so.” 14 The aes¬ 
thetic object becomes concretized by its participating beholder, who fills 
in the empty places, or even glosses them over, so as to produce an illusion 
of total determinacy. 15 In short, in spite of the inversion of accents put on 
determinacy, determination remains a central category in the attempt to 
define the nature of the work of art. The illusion of full determinacy re¬ 
mains a major criterion of the work of art, which, for Ingarden, becomes 
complete in the beholder’s or reader’s interaction with the work. 

It is certainly the case that Iser finds fault with Ingarden’s account of 
the construction of the work of art as a fully determined individuality by 
the participating subject. Yet Iser’s objections basically concern the illu¬ 
sory nature of this determination alone, as a mere simulation of individual 
determinacy as far as the aesthetic object is concerned. He writes: 

This purpose of simulation is fulfilled both by the removal and the filling- 
in of the indeterminacies, because it is these that denote the openness of 
the intentional objects and must therefore be made to disappear in the act 
of concretization if a determinate aesthetic object is to be produced. If this 
is, indeed, the basic function, then “places of indeterminacy” as a condition 
of communication are of very limited historical significance, for their re¬ 
moval simply means creating the illusion of a totality, and this is a principle 
typical of the period of the trompe Poeil illusion in art. 16 

Iser, clearly, does not take issue with the need of filling in the aesthetic 
object’s constitutive blanks and thus rendering it determinate. What he 
questions is the illusory and private nature of determination. Indeed, the 
whole of Iser’s aesthetics is centered on the question of how the heteroge¬ 
neous segments and blanks of the text can give rise to combinations and 
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series that escape purely arbitrary subjectivity, without, however, turning 
the work of art into the fully completed objectivity characteristic of discur¬ 
sive representation. Determinacy remains an inescapable requirement. 
Iser shows it to be a function of the infrastructural laws that regulate the 
segments and blanks of the text and the interaction of the beholder or 
reader. Neither merely of the order of the objective nor of the phantasma- 
tic, determinacy is always historically singular. As a careful analysis of The 
Act of Reading would demonstrate, the realized meaning {Sinn) of a work 
of art is for Iser the result of a synthesis of the structural possibilities of 
determination on the level of the text’s infrastructure and the determining 
historical agency of the reader. The sense engendered in the interaction 
between the text and its elements, on the one hand, and the reader, on the 
other, remains a unity brought about through limitation and purpose. The 
major difference, as opposed to the classical theories referred to, is only 
that the sense that constitutes the work of art is now shown to be a finite 
determined individuality, which, although it is not objectively determined, 
is neither subjective nor private. 

In contrast, in Bakhtin’s historical criticism, grotesque art, that is art in 
close proximity to folk art, is the only art that truly counts because it alone 
is intrinsically historical. At the beginning of his work on Rabelais, the 
author notes that the “specific and radical popular character of Rabelais’s 
images .. . explains their exceptional saturation with the future.” 17 In what 
follows, I intend to show that the identity of the radical, because popular, 
aesthetic of Rabelais’s novel, and its equally radical historicity, can be ex¬ 
plained only through reference to the double concept of determination. 
That which causes Rabelais’s work, and all folk art as well, to be intrinsi¬ 
cally historical is the artistic principle constitutive of grotesque realism, 
debasement, or degradation. In debasement everything complete, individ¬ 
ual, autonomous, and thus abstract, according to Bakhtin, becomes folded 
back into the lower stratum principle, that is, into the particular material¬ 
ized truth which, under the sensuous image of the double body of the 
immortal and indestructible people, represents the infinite source of all 
becoming. Debasement serves to relink everything that has torn itself 
away from the whole of “the immortal people who create history” back to 
that generating force in order to rejuvenate it. 18 The movement of degra¬ 
dation is to be understood as a teleologically oriented movement, not 
toward an ideal end or purpose, but towards the material lower stratum 
principle of the image of the infinite history-producing force of the peo¬ 
ple. It thus realizes the sense of destination characteristic of Bestimmung 
or determinatio. Degradation achieves the historicizing reinvigoration of 
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everything individual by deindividualizing or delimiting it. With reference 
to Rabelais, Bakhtin writes: “All that was definite and completed within 
the epoch was in some way comic, insofar as it was limited. But laughter 
was gay, while all that was determined and finite was about to die and to 
open new possibilities.” 19 Debasement, by reaching back into the material 
source of all change, time, and history, thus definitizes and delimits all that 
which through limiting determination had acquired an isolated individual¬ 
ity. By degrading everything definite and complete, debasement appears, 
consequently, as an operation negatively molded on determination as 
identification through limitation. It attempts to undo the individualizing 
limitation brought about by adding a differentia to an entity by which the 
latter becomes sharply set off, in its own identity, against that other. De¬ 
basement undoes identification through determining negation, and, 
hence, appears to exclude the second sense of determination, the one by 
which objects are constituted as historical or aesthetic individualities. But 
if that is the case, one major characteristic of the aesthetic or historic ob¬ 
ject would be found lacking in Bakhtin’s criticism. The question must, 
consequently, be whether debasement really is entirely critical of the indi¬ 
viduality and singularity, which I had found to be as important as the 
movement of destination insofar as the aesthetic and historical object is 
concerned. Indeed, if grotesque art is to be both radically aesthetic and 
historical, it cannot do without at least a variation on determination 
through limitation. 

In the same way as debasement does not fully reproduce determination 
as destination (but keeps of it only the movement of teleological orienta¬ 
tion, while giving up the ideal end for the lower stratum source of the 
material-generating power of the body of the people), debasement 
—though critical of limitation, negation, and identification through differ¬ 
entiae —will save what Bakhtin himself refers to as the principium individua- 
tionis. Indeed, as his analysis of the three levels of data that make up the 
whole of Rabelais’s work reveals, individuality and singularity prevail on 
all these levels. As far as the familiar foreground of Rabelais’s presentation 
is concerned, “everything is individual, historically unique. The general is 
minimized: each object is called by its own name.” 20 The second plane of 
the work—the actual events of historical importance—is equally “concrete 
and historically individualized. There is absolutely no abstract generaliza¬ 
tion, no typification, but this individualized picture is presented in wider 
dimensions. From the minor we are transferred to the major individual¬ 
ity.” The third plane of all these images, writes Bakhtin, is constituted by 
“the popular carnivalesque plane. . . . The third, popular dimension is 
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also individualized and concrete, but this is the broadest, all-embracing, 
universal individuality.” 21 Yet, how is one to reconcile debasement’s degra¬ 
dation of everything individual and autonomous with the all-dominating 
presence in grotesque realism of individualities themselves comprised in 
the universal individuality of the carnivalesque representation of the peo¬ 
ple? Such reconciliation is possible only if individuality, in its positive 
sense, is not constituted by limitation. In fact, if Bakhtin can mention in 
the same breath individuality and historicity, it is not, as in the classical 
theories, because the fully determined and, thus, limited, constitutes the 
historical but because what he calls individual is so singular, unique, and 
idiosyncratic as to be, in its very instability, already in the process of 
changing, of turning into another singularity as idiosyncratic as the first. 
That is also true of the founding individuality, “the broadest, all embrac¬ 
ing, universal individuality,” to which all the “familiar objects and locali¬ 
ties . . . which occupy the foreground, are related [as] to the major 
individual whole of the world, a two-bodied whole in the state of becom¬ 
ing.” 22 Precisely because that whole is the sensuous representation of the 
lower stratum principle of change, it is a principle so unique, so singu¬ 
lar—a romantic individuelles Allgemeine, so to speak—that there can be no 
generic or universal name for it, and it can represent itself always only 
in a manner so idiosyncratic that it always already points to its ensuing 
representation. In what Bakhtin calls the “individualising torrent” of gro¬ 
tesque art, “the dividing lines between persons and objects are weakened” 
and all distinctions “lose their absolute character, their one-sided and lim¬ 
ited seriousness.” 23 In short, the grotesque individualities, instead of being 
constituted in sharp difference with respect to an other, are, by virtue of 
their irreducible and unnamable idiosyncrasy, in the process of endlessly 
changing into that other. Since this is the case with the founding image of 
the carnivalesque representation of the double body of the people as well, 
all determinate distinctions and, with them, all hierarchies vanish. Pre¬ 
cisely because this last instance is said to penetrate all the images of the 
two other levels, which all receive their meaning in every detail from this 
“final whole” which itself is singular and historical through and through— 
the distinction between that whole and its parts, the founding One and 
what is founded—vanishes, and with it the possibility of foundation van¬ 
ishes as well. All becomes One, or rather, one. Singularization turns so 
extreme that the unifying ground of all singularities is itself so singular 
that it becomes indistinguishable from them. In grotesque art, time itself 
speaks in a historical manner. Because of its singularity, this art is historical 
itself. To sum up: although the two interlocked sides of determination are 
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radically transformed by Bakhtin—determination as destination becomes 
debasement of everything completed through limitation in a downward 
thrust toward the lower stratum of the image of time under the form of 
the sensuous representation of the procreating body of the people; deter¬ 
mination as limitation becomes a movement of freeing individualities into 
an extreme singularity so unique that they are always already in the process 
of changing into the other—their interplay is the condition of possibility 
of why folk art, the art of the people, can be beautiful and intrinsically 
historical at the same time. 

In both types of criticism, the more aesthetically oriented type of Iser 
and the more historically oriented type of Bakhtin, the category of deter¬ 
mination continues to play the dominant role. It is determination by limi¬ 
tation, which in Iser explains why the infrastructure of the work of art can 
also become the object of a historical and singular act of concretization by 
a subject, that is, in an act of determination as destination. It is determina¬ 
tion as destination that explains why the historicizing movement of de¬ 
basement in Bakhtin also produces aesthetic, and not only historical, 
singularities, that is, products that are a function of a (transformed) move¬ 
ment of determination as limitation. Because of the necessary interplay of 
the two sides of determination, the aesthetic criticism of Iser cannot be 
but historical as well. On the basis of that same necessity, the historical 
criticism of Bakhtin is also profoundly aesthetic. The constitutive role of 
the category of determination, instead of permitting a clear opposition of 
the two types of discourse, rather establishes a profound and fundamental 
complicity between both. This is not to say, of course, that the differences 
between the two approaches are negligible. Yet they are derivative and 
make sense only with respect to the underlying unity of history and 
aesthetics. 

Before concluding, I’d like to return to the starting point of my discus¬ 
sion: the question of the relation between structure and genesis. If Husserl 
radically rethought that relation by centering on something like a struc¬ 
tural opening of structures in a minor sense and of genetic development, 
too, the reason for this is to be found not least in his attempt to unground 
the dialectically conciliatory grounding of the two bipolar concepts. To a 
dialectical philosophy such as Hegel’s, for example, the telos of becoming 
coincides with the (static) structure of the infinite totality of all (material 
and logical) determinations. According to this most powerful model for 
thinking becoming, one that continues to inform most philosophies of 
history and forms of literary criticism, the historical ideal is more success¬ 
fully achieved in the totalizing structure in which history has come to an 
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end. In it, genesis finds the realization of its essence and can thus come in 
it to a rest as the very telos of all becoming and development. As far as 
the relation between aesthetics and history is concerned, the situation is 
analogous. Within the tradition that I have been considering here, history 
and aesthetics are interlinked in such a manner as to make poetry, as the 
discourse in which concrete individuality is brought about by total deter¬ 
mination, the very goal of the historiographic ideal. If history is not simply 
seen as a subgenre (however important) of poetry, as in Baumgarten, with 
the result that poetry becomes the ideal horizon of all historiography, the 
converse is true and history as the discourse of all-inclusive determinate¬ 
ness becomes the telos of poetry. These two possibilities are clearly a func¬ 
tion of the constitutive category of determination. It is thus naive to 
believe that one could be played off against the other, because they both 
play into each other’s hands in a speculative slide toward all-inclusive de¬ 
terminateness. But it would be equally naive to believe that such totaliza¬ 
tion can be avoided in a non-naive manner. Bakhtin’s criticism and 
aesthetic theory are a good case in point. His aesthetics continues to yield 
to the concept of totality and determinateness, the only difference being 
that such totalization is achieved through delimitation, and by including 
in the totality the representation of the principle of change, time, and 
history as well. 

If post-structuralism means anything at all, it does so not by its insis¬ 
tence on the necessity of rediscovering history because history was never 
lost. If, by contrast, it does mean something, it does so by stressing the 
need to think towards the conditions of possibility and the law that rules 
the difference between such concepts as structure and genesis or aesthetics 
and history. What is needed, indeed, is a better understanding of the struc¬ 
tural complicity of both in order to reassess their difference. Though I 
intimated at the beginning of the essay that I will not engage in a transcen¬ 
dental analysis regarding the difference between history and aesthetics— 
and if I did, it was also because I believe that the type of opening of 
difference that I envision can no longer be simply termed transcendental— 
the following suggestions may serve to indicate the direction that such an 
inquiry might take. Since the concept of determination ( Bestimmung ) is 
the constituting operator of the poetic and the historical as two different 
and complicitous modes of totalization through limitation, the “transcen¬ 
dental” structure of their difference would have to be sought in an analysis 
of the modes of agreement and correspondence ( Stimmigkeit ) that cause 
the determined always to be determined in the perspective of an end, pur¬ 
pose, fate, or destiny. Such a “transcendental” structure governing the 
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agreement between determination as destination and determination as 
limitation would itself necessarily fall outside the realm of what it makes 
possible. It would, thus, also represent the intransgressible limit of deter¬ 
mination as limitation enabling that structure also to account for disagree¬ 
ment, indetermination, and irrecoverable straying. The reinscription of 
that limit into the ineluctable thought of determination, so it seems to me, 
could lead post-structuralism not to rediscover history, but to discover it 
altogether for the first time. 



CHAPTER 9 


Hegel’s Orient, or the End of Romanticism 


Undoubtedly, the early romantics’ fascination with the Orient was in some 
respects biased. However, their prejudices cannot simply be retraced to 
crude national and colonial interests, since, as Said remarks in Orientalism, 
this would mean “to ignore the extent to which colonial rule was justified 
in advance by Orientalism, rather than after the fact” (39). 1 Nor can the 
romantics’ image of the Orient be derived from their submission of the 
object Orient to a discourse of knowledge which Said, in the aftermath of 
Foucault, characterizes, rather indiscriminately, as a discourse of power. 
Such an assertion would ignore the extent to which the “discourse of 
knowledge” is constituted in advance by what it is said to subjugate. It is 
this intimacy, complicity, and solidarity between the “Orient” and the 
“discourse of knowledge” which I intend to develop in this essay. 

When, sometime around 1800, the theoretician of romanticism, Fried¬ 
rich Schlegel, wrote in Ideas, “[t]o begin with, I speak only to those who 
are already facing the Orient,” he advocated a kind of look facing the 
Orient from which the viewer’s glance would receive its essential orienta¬ 
tion. 2 What Schlegel had in mind was literally an eye-opening glance at 
the Orient that for the first time would bestow the light of theory on the 
beholders’ eyes. Whether the romantics’ interest in investigating the his¬ 
tory of the Orient was motivated by the hope to rediscover a primary 
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revelation of divine truth to yet unclouded human eyes (as will be the case 
in Schlegel’s Philosophy of Histoty), or as in the case of Novalis who, in 
Heinrich von Ofterdingen, celebrates it as “the land of poetry, the romantic 
Morning-Land,” by the desire to walk the land of birth of the poet, of the 
self, and of the poetic vocation, in both cases, the Orient is experienced as 
the origin of a glance that directs the Occident, at the end of history, 
toward its beginnings and, thus, upon and within itself. At the “end of 
history,” the romantics, by rediscovering the Orient, turned back to the 
very origin of the theoretical gaze constitutive of the “discourse of knowl¬ 
edge” in order to apply that gaze to that discourse itself. 

What this vision of the Orient implies as to the concept of the Orient 
has been seen by no one more clearly than Hegel, who appropriated the 
romantics’ vision of it, precisely to overcome its theoretical insufficiencies 
within the parameters of dialectical and speculative philosophy. What 
Hegel made evident is that the Orient in question is the Orient of the 
Occident, an Orient contained within the Occident, and not the Orient 
“as such.” Hegel’s critique of romanticism, however, does not take the 
form of reinstalling a so-called real Orient as opposed to the romantic 
Orient. As Hegel knew very well, such a gesture would have meant to 
abdicate thinking. It would have represented, as I will argue, an act of 
sheer thoughtlessness. Hegel, therefore, will only draw all the conceptual 
consequences which follow from the determination of the Orient as the 
beginning of thought, and for the concept of the Orient itself, thus show¬ 
ing that no other concept of it is possible. 

When, in Philosophy of Histoty, Hegel contends that the course of his¬ 
tory spans from east to west, from the sun which rises in the East toward 
the decline of this outward physical sun and the consequent rise in the 
West of the inner sun of self-consciousness, then, it is presupposed that 
the light which rises in the East, the beginning light which is the Orient, 
is the idea in itself, as simple self-revelation {die einfache Beziehung attfsich), 
that is, the yet abstract idea of reflection. Signifying substantial, that is, 
not yet recognized, freedom, the “morning land” ( Morgenland ) as Hegel 
still calls it becomes the origin of the self-reflexivity constitutive of subjec¬ 
tivity and freedom. The Orient as Orient is the Orient of these values. 
Hegel makes it quite clear: “The History of the World has an East kat’ex- 
ochen; (the term East in general {fir sich] is entirely relative . . .)” 3 Com¬ 
pared to the Orient in general, that is, the so-called real Orient, the East 
par excellence is the Orient in itself Anything like the real Orient is only 
meaningful with regard to the concept of the Orient in itself. Anything 
characteristic of the “true” Orient receives its meaning only insofar as it 
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anticipates the concept of the Orient in itself; otherwise, it is only noise in 
the history of the world understood as the process of the becoming of 
freedom and subjectivity. What does not live up to the concept of the 
Orient is insignificant, its meaning is determined with regard to the proc¬ 
ess of historical meaning, that is, it is determined as having no meaning at 
all. The East in general, insofar as it does deviate from the concept of the 
Orient in itself, is only the outside of the process of history. Determined as 
exterior to history, as a leftover of history, its status is only a relative one. 
It has no radical exteriority. By contrast, the East kat’exochen is the mean¬ 
ingful beginning of the history of the worlds. It is the Orient of the West. 
It is the rising of the light of truth (photizomenos photi alethino) which as 
the inner eye of self-reflection—the interiorized sun—will achieve its full 
completion in realizing the still abstract promise of the Orient in the sub¬ 
jectivity, autonomy, and freedom of the Occident. The Orient in itself is, 
therefore, the beginning of philosophy and of thinking which, as a neces¬ 
sarily self-affective and self-contained mode of being, must cut itself off 
from any so-called real or empirical Orient. As the truth of the latter, it is 
altogether heterogeneous to it whereas the East in general acquires its 
heterogeneity solely as a result or determination by philosophy. Conse¬ 
quently, it is impossible to play the Orient as such out against the Orient 
in itself Whether one thinks of the Orient as the real, true, empirical Ori¬ 
ent or as the philosophical concept of the Orient, one has already entered 
the process of mediation of which the Orient in itself is the beginning, 
and of which the fulfilled values of the West are the end. Thus, whether 
one determines the East as in itself (an sich ) or, on the contrary, as the East 
in general—that is, the East as such, as a concrete, sensible reality—or 
whether one confuses both determinations so as to make the East in gen¬ 
eral the East itself one has irreversibly entered the dialectics of mediation 
which constitute the discourse of knowledge. 

To exemplify this point, I turn to Edward W. Said’s Orientalism. One 
of the major arguments of this book is that Orientalism “has less to do 
with the Orient than it does with ‘our’ world” (12). Said contends that “all 
of Orientalism stands forth and away from the Orient. . . . That Oriental¬ 
ism makes sense at all depends more on the West than on the Orient” 
(21-2). Yet while setting out to describe the system of ideas governing 
Orientalism, a system which he terms repressive, Said admittedly does not 
intend “by any means to displace the system with a new one” (325). Two 
contradictory reasons can be given for this refusal, one which Said clearly 
states, another which is implicit in his work and which I will try to 
articulate. 
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The first reason concerns the absence of any such thing as a real Orient 
different from its Orientalist portrayal. Said writes: “never has there been 
such a thing as a pure, or unconditional Orient” (22-3). Consequently, he 
adds, Orientalism is not “a misrepresentation of some Oriental es¬ 
sence—in which I do not for a moment believe” (273). Yet, if there is no 
real Orient, if “we are never given directly the Orient,” and if, moreover, 
there is no such thing as an essence of the Orient, Orientalism as a system 
of ideas and constraints cannot be measured against such an object, an 
Orient itself. Said says of the language of Orientalism: “we need not look 
for correspondence between the language used to depict the Orient and 
the Orient itself, not so much because the language is inaccurate but be¬ 
cause it is not even trying to be accurate” (71). No correspondence can be 
required from Orientalism and its object if there is no such thing as a real 
Orient. Yet, a certain ambiguity lingers already about the last quoted pas¬ 
sage from Orientalism: while warding off the idea of an Orient itself, a real 
Orient, and an essence of the orient, Said brings the Orient itself back, 
through the back door, so to speak, at the moment when he accuses Orien¬ 
talism of not even trying to be accurate. Indeed, Said’s review of the fail¬ 
ures of Orientalism as a form of knowledge and a discourse of power, 
depends in an essential way on what he diagnoses as the representational 
function of this discourse. Orientalism is said to rely not only on a set of 
“various Western techniques of representation” (22) but to be constituted 
by representation as such. Yet, what is wrong with representation? In a 
gesture that could have been borrowed from Rousseau, Said finds fault 
with representation’s fundamental “exteriority” to what is represented. 
Comparing representation to writing, in a gesture equally Rousseauistic, 
he reproaches representation with never delivering “presence, but a re¬ 
presence, or representation.” Said concludes: “The value, efficacy, strength, 
apparent veracity of a written statement about the Orient, therefore, relies 
very little, and cannot instrumentally depend, on the Orient as such. On 
the contrary, the written statement is a presence to the reader by virtue of 
its having excluded, displaced any such real thing as ‘the Orient’ ” (21). 
Hence, Orientalism as a representation or written statement on the Orient 
is necessarily wrong; it is inaccurate and distorting (see 272). Worse, by 
substituting itself for the real thing, Orientalism not only pushes it into 
the background and into oblivion—it literally eliminates it. 

With this most conventional philosophical and Western critique of rep¬ 
resentation, Said, after having first excluded the idea of an essence of the 
Orient, reintroduces it again with the idea of an Orient in itself. What 
becomes clear here is that Said lumps both the real Orient, the Orient as 
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such, and the Orient in general together with the Orient in itself, with the 
meaning of the Orient, and with what makes the Orient the Orient. 

Since all critique of representation is a critique of mediation, the Orient 
itself must be an Orient unmediated by representation and knowledge. It 
must be the Orient in its immediacy, an Orient to be experienced instead 
of being known. No wonder, then, if one can detect in Said’s book an 
admiration, however cautious, for those eccentric individuals who, like 
Lane, Burton, and Massignon, were able to at least partially identify “with 
the vital forces” informing “eastern culture” (265). For “their eccentric 
interpretative gift” (284) allowed them, bypassing cultural mediations and 
the mediation of knowledge, to understand what the Orient is really about. 
Although Said claims that it is a false proposition to contend that “since 
Orientalists are Westerners for the most part, they cannot be expected to 
have an inner sense of what the Orient is all about,” (322) it follows from 
other statements of his that any true access to the real Orient is possible 
only under the condition that the Orientalist can entirely sacrifice the me¬ 
diating functions of his theoretical and practical attitudes toward his ob¬ 
jects. “To be a European in the Orient, and to be one knowledgeably, one 
must see and know the Orient as a domain ruled over by Europe” (197; 
emphasis added). Thus, as long as you remain a European or American, as 
long as you remain indebted to Orientalism as “a system of European or 
Western knowledge about the Orient . . . [which is] synonymous with 
European [or American] domination of the orient,” this domination will 
effectively overrule the possibility of any immediate access to the real 
thing (197). 

Precisely because Said emphasizes that those Orientalists who were able 
to bracket, more or less successfully, the informing culture of their own 
societies and to identify with Eastern cultures, have produced “interpreta¬ 
tions of an almost overwhelming intelligence,” (269) it follows that the 
second of Said’s reasons for refusing to replace the system of Orientalism 
by a new one is his implicit promotion of an immediate, nonsystematic 
and antitheoretical understanding of the Orient. 

What Said opposes to representation and mediation is a sort of Einleb- 
ung (a projection of oneself) into or Erlehen (lived experience) of the Ori¬ 
ent itself which, by leaving behind the pitfalls of discursive and 
epistemological mediation, would be the sole way in which the Orient 
would be truly given. With such an empathy the danger of distortion 
which threatens all representation, according to Rousseau and Said—that 
is, it may illegitimately usurp the place of the object proper of representa¬ 
tion—is believed to have been warded off once and for all. 
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As I have argued, Said’s concern with representation leads, after having 
repudiated the essence of the Orient, to the presupposition, beyond all 
mediation, of an Orient in itself. One may want to object here that Said’s 
intention was to refer to the “concrete reality” of the Orient as opposed 
to its discursive representation, to the mere being of the Orient indepen¬ 
dent of its theoretization by Orientalism, to the Orient as it is in itself. 
That may well have been Said’s intention, indeed. But the fact is that 
Said says something different. Indeed, what he wanted to be the concrete, 
sensible reality of the Orient as it is in itself, in its nondiscursive factuality, 
becomes discursive at the precise moment at which he articulates it, how¬ 
ever obliquely, in language, or, as Hegel called it, the medium of the uni¬ 
versal. However opaque, however resistant to discursive manipulation the 
referent of Said’s discourse may be—the Orient itself—by its being 
named, by its being spoken about, it becomes intelligible, and the opacity 
of its determinations become intelligible determinations. This intelligibil¬ 
ity of the referent “Orient” beyond all mediation occurs, precisely, at the 
moment when an Orient itself or in itself is being presupposed. With the 
idea of an Orient in itself the Orient has become discursive. It has become 
discursive as the beginning, as the Orient of discourse. Indeed, as distinct 
from an Oriental essence, the Orient in itself is logically prior, and identi¬ 
cal with its simple unmediated being. As such it is pure abstract singularity 
refusing all determination. It is undetermined because as yet it has no 
determined opposite to it. It is still inner, that is to say, it is only its imme¬ 
diate, passive existence. Determined as an in itself as the Orient in its sheer 
being, the Orient, then, is nothing. Nothing can be said about it, but the 
tautological repetition of its being. But to call it nothing is the Orient’s 
first determination. With the nothingness of its simple immediacy, the 
Orient expounds itself and enters the process of mediation of which it is 
the beginning. In short, then, to determine the Orient as an in itself is to 
subject it to the dialectic of the absolute presenting itself. To call the Ori¬ 
ent an in itself or to presuppose the immediacy of the undiscursivity of its 
being, is to turn it into the beginning of the discourse of mediation. What 
the Orient itself is, only the concept or notion can tell, of which it appears 
to be the most simple, that is abstract, anticipation. What Hegel says about 
being can thus be said of the Orient as well: 

Being, as the wholly abstract, immediate relation to self, is nothing else than 

the abstract moment of the Notion, which moment is abstract universality. 

This universality also affects what one demands of being, namely, to be 

outside of the Notion; for though this universality is the moment of the 



Hegel's Orient, or the End of Romanticism 257 

Notion, it is equally the difference, or abstract judgment, of the Notion in 

which it opposes itself to itself. 4 

Transposed to the problematics of the Orient, this means that as soon 
as it is determined in its simple unmediated being or as an in itself, the 
Orient is outside the process of mediation and discursivity, outside the 
process of knowing. But, precisely as such an outside of it, it is its dialec¬ 
tical beginning. Not to be aware of the fact that such an outside to the 
concept or notion is to be only its simple and abstract beginning is to 
remain caught in the most simple form of judgment, abstract judgment. 

To oppose the Orient in itself to the discourse of knowledge of Western 
Orientalism is thus to determine it in terms of that discourse. What is 
more, it is to turn it into the beginning of discursivity. By this gesture 
through which one asserts that the Orient is nothing but an Orient, one 
simultaneously affirms in a positive fashion the Orient’s incapability of 
self-representation. The Orient as a beginning is only the abstract idea of 
self-relation. Despite Said’s accusation against Orientalism of representing 
the Orient which it presupposes as incapable of such a self-representation, 
he thus reintroduces this very incapacity as a characteristic of the Orient 
proper at the moment the Orient is understood in terms of its simple 
being. Yet, a certain negativity must already broach the immediacy of the 
Orient if it is to lend itself to self-representation by Orientalism. Some¬ 
thing in the Orient must come to meet Orientalism; otherwise, it could 
not be represented. When Said writes: “The Orient was orientalized not 
only because it was discovered to be ‘Oriental’ in all ways considered com¬ 
monplace by an average nineteenth-century European, but also because it 
could be —that is, submitted to being—made Oriental,” (5-6) he acknowl¬ 
edges that the Orient offers itself to Orientalism, but unfortunately, leaves 
the most interesting question as to the reasons for this possibility alto¬ 
gether unanswered. The reason why it could be orientalized is precisely 
because it was already conceived of as the Orient itself To determine it as 
an in itself that is, as the abstract idea of self-representation, the Orient is 
both outside of Orientalism and within it, as its inception. To speak of the 
Orient proper as an in itself is thus to erect Orientalism into a discourse 
called upon by its object, and to deny all possible violence between itself 
and what it is about. 

Said’s critique of the discourse of the other that is Orientalism, conse¬ 
quently, is informed by the very concepts constitutive of that discourse. It 
is a critique in the name of the Orient’s immediacy, and its factual other¬ 
ness as compared to the West. But these are determinations tributary to 
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the romantic renewal of the idea as old as Western philosophy, that the 
Orient begins the process of mediation precisely by virtue of its immediacy 
and exteriority to that process. Said, then, does not break out of this dia¬ 
lectics of beginnings and remains caught up within the metaphysics which 
he so virulently criticizes in the case of Gibb (283). What appeared to be 
outside the process of mediation is most firmly established within it. It is, 
indeed, its very motor. 

Although I have been pointing out Said’s inability to fully subtract the 
Orient from the process of Western self-representation, I am also fully 
aware of the intricate difficulties of such an enterprise. It is a matter of 
fact that in order to radically criticize the concept of the Orient, one must 
also embark on a simultaneous attack on other major concepts such as 
subjectivity, freedom, history, and, especially, on what one calls thinking 
and understanding. What is thinking? To think is not to represent or to 
imagine, that is to say, the operation of an abstract self. In Phenof/tenology of 
Spirit, Hegel notes: “For to think does not mean to be an abstract ‘I,’ but 
an ‘I’ which has at the same time the significance of intrinsic being, of 
having itself for object, or of relating itself to objective being in such a way 
that its significance is the being-for-self of the consciousness for which it is 
[‘an object’].” 5 To think, therefore, consists of having itself for its own 
object while at the same time sublating the immediacy with which the 
object at first confronts us by relating it to the absolute, and thus convert¬ 
ing it into mediated positedness ( Gesetztsein ). In other words, in positing 
the object, that is, in determining the object as not anything distinct from 
itself, thinking achieves what it truly is, self-thinking or free self-con¬ 
sciousness. According to Hegel: 

For thinking requires self-consciousness which sets an object before itself 
in order to find itself therein. All understanding is already an identification 
of self and object, a reconciliation between two terms which, outside this 
understanding, are separated; what I do not understand or know remains 
something foreign to me, different from me. 6 

To think or to understand is to determine one’s object as an in itself 
that is to say, as a posited immediacy which turns it into a moment in the 
process of the becoming of free self-consciousness. To establish the total 
otherness of the Orient would thus imply the radical dismantling of think¬ 
ing. Said, however, remains faithful to the speculative concept of under¬ 
standing at the very instant in which he determines the Orient as an in 
itself or, which is the same to him, in terms of its immediate, concrete, 
sensible being. 
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In addition to all these difficulties that a critique of Orientalism en¬ 
counters, there is one in particular that I would like to address in what 
follows. This difficulty springs from the fact that speculative philosophy is 
already a fundamental critique of the romantic representation of the Ori¬ 
ent in Orientalism and that, consequently, any radical break with Oriental¬ 
ism must account for this critique. A radical critique of Orientalism must, 
indeed, face up to Hegel’s objections to romanticism and to his speculative 
treatment of the Orient. But the challenge, then, is not only to break with 
dialectical thought as such, but clearly with thinking itself. For to embark 
on a critique of the concept of the Orient is to engage in a critique of 
the beginning of thought insofar as thought is understood as necessarily 
requiring a moment of self-reflection, and, as its telos, the thinking of 
thinking. 

The critique by Hegel of romantic representation of the Orient I re¬ 
ferred to does neither consist of his comments on such lucubrations as 
SchlegePs primitive Oriental Catholicism nor of his thorough critique of 
romantic irony, but of his speculative reinscription of romanticism within 
his philosophy of art and in particular of his developments concerning the 
dissolution of romantic art. 

Within this context, I’d like to pinpoint the major moments in the 
movement of art as presented in Hegel’s Aesthetics. Like history and think¬ 
ing, art begins in the East. Oriental art is symbolic art characterized by a 
lack of homogeneity between meaning ( Bedeutung ) and expression ( Aits- 
druck) or form {Gestalt). Because of this separation which takes different 
shapes, symbolic art is not yet true art. Hegel calls it pre-art ( Vorkunst ). In 
symbolic art, meaning still seeks its true expression since the idea of art is 
still abstract and undetermined at this stage and has not yet been individu¬ 
alized with regard to its essence . 7 Only with classical art does one reach a 
general correspondence between meaning and figure, because in this case 
the idea has comprehended itself as free and infinite subjectivity capable 
of uniting with an appropriate exterior form. Yet, from the moment when 
the idea of the beautiful conceives itself as absolute spirit, as a spirit free 
within itself, it can no longer be completely realized in an exterior form 
or expression. Romantic art, for this reason, is characterized by a flight 
from exterior appearance into the self. Hegel writes: “This provides the 
fundamental typification of the romantic art-form; the content of this form, 
on account of its free spirituality demands more than what representation 
in the external world and the bodily can supply; in romantic art, the shape 
is externally more or less indifferent, and thus that art reintroduces, in an 
opposite way from the symbolic, the separation of content and form .” 8 
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Romantic art, consequently, transgresses classical art in the direction of 
symbolic art. Whereas symbolic art displays a discrepancy between mean¬ 
ing and figure due to a lack of spirituality of its idea of the beautiful, ro¬ 
mantic art reopens against classical art another such gap by the “superior 
spirituality” (hervorragende Geistigkeit) of its idea of the beautiful. This re¬ 
turn to what distinguished symbolic art, to the beginning of art, is also a 
sign of the end of art. With the new discrepancy between meaning and 
form, the spirit will have extricated itself from art to embody itself in a 
medium more appropriate to its newly gained self-consciousness. Roman¬ 
tic art, then, at the moment of its dissolution, is characterized by a return 
to oriental pre-art. 

Two reasons are responsible for the romantic turn to the Orient, that 
is, for its turning again into oriental pre-art. First, as a result of the with¬ 
drawal within itself of the romantic fervor ( Innigkeit ), the entire content 
of the outside world is liberated into total exteriority and, thus, anything 
can come to represent romantic interiority, since nothing is a true expres¬ 
sion of it. Second, the re-separation of meaning and figure stems also from 
the disunion in the art of this last period of romanticism of the artist’s 
subjectivity and the content of his creations. It is a period marked by the 
rise of the artist’s naked subjectivity, by a virtuosity becoming its own 
purpose, by a subjective humor, that is, romantic irony, the main end of 
which is the dissolution of everything that attempts to objectify and to 
consolidate itself as a form of reality. Hegel comments on Jean Paul as 
follows: 

In thus drawing together and concatenating material raked up from the 
four corners of the earth and every sphere of reality, humour turns back, as 
it were, to symbolism where meaning and shape likewise lie apart from one 
another, except that now it is the mere subjective activity of the poet which 
commands material and meaning alike and strings them together in an 
order alien to them . 9 

The conflict of meaning and expression that distinguishes the dissolution 
phase of romanticism, however, is not necessarily boundless. At times it 
gives rise to a last synthesis, to a last unification of romantic fervor and 
expression. Such a reunion takes place in what Hegel terms the Verinnig- 
ung in dem Gegenstande, that is, in the coalescence or intimacy with the 
object. 

But if this satisfaction in externality or in the subjective portrayal is intensi¬ 
fied, according to the principle of romantic art, into the heart’s deeper 
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immersion in the object, and if, on the other hand, what matters to humour 
is the object and its configuration within its subjective reflex, then we ac¬ 
quire thereby a growing intimacy with the object, a sort of objective 
humour . 10 

The “final blossoming of art [letzte Kunsthliiten ]” represents such immer¬ 
sions in the objects. They are constituted by “a sensitive abandonment of 
the heart in the object, which is indeed unfolded but remains a subjective 
spirited movement of imagination and the heart—a fugitive notion, but 
one which is not purely accidental and capricious but an inner movement 
of the spirit devoted entirely to its object and retaining it as its content 
and interests .” 11 It is important to notice that such a coalescence remains 
always partial. It is never complete; it remains fragmentary, with the result 
that these final blooms of art culminate in the art of the fragment. 

For Hegel the final blossoming of art is a return par excellence to the 
primitive oriental art form. Indeed, the Persians and the Arabs were the 
first to have excelled in this form of art: “A brilliant example of this [art], 
even for the present and for the subjective spiritual depth of today, is af¬ 
forded, especially by the Persians and Arabs in the eastern spendour of 
their images, in the free bliss of their imagination which deals with its 
objects entirely contemplatively .” 12 The Philosophy ofHistoty also empha¬ 
sizes the “reckless fervor [rucksichtslose Innigkeit]’’ characteristic of the Ori¬ 
ent which shows itself in “the glowing warmth of the Arab and Saracen 
poetry. That glow is the perfect freedom of fancy from every fetter—an 
absorption in the life of its object and the sentiment it inspires, so that 
selfishness and egotism are utterly banished .” 13 

In addition to being fragmentary and partial (a point which, on top of 
that, is sustained by Hegel’s comparison of the final blossoming of art with 
the old Greek epigrams which still belong to symbolic or oriental art), this 
last art form is also characterized by playfulness: 

In general, in similar productions of this kind, we have before us no subjec¬ 
tive longing, no being in love, no desire, but a pure delight in the topics, 
an inexhaustible self-yielding of imagination, a harmless play, a freedom in 
toying alike with rhyme and ingenious metres—and, with all this, a depth 
of feeling and a cheerfulness of the inwardly self-moving heart which 
through the serenity of the outward shape lift the soul high above all pain¬ 
ful entanglement in the restrictions of the real world . 14 

Yet, however impressive these last flowers of art may be—like Goethe’s 
East-West Divati to which Hegel approvingly refers while passing over 
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Schlegel’s and Novalis’ writings in silence—they are the final manifesta¬ 
tions of art. It is precisely the return of symbolic art, of the Oriental inti¬ 
macy with the object—a growing immersion that manifests itself as a play 
of fragments which shows that the spirit has gone to seek a more appro¬ 
priate element for its self-reflection. 

To summarize briefly the last developments: Romantic art in its final 
stages is distinguished by a return to the beginnings of art. Oriental art, 
the art of the beginning as well as of the end of art, overcomes in the 
final blossoming of art the gap between meaning and expression which 
constitutes it, in syntheses which are inevitably partial empathic identifi¬ 
cations with the objects, and which take the form of playful and fragmen¬ 
tary productions. 

Does Said not view the Orient in precisely the categories in which 
Hegel describes the final blossoming of romantic art, that is, of art in its 
end? Is Said’s real Orient—the Orient itself which he opposes to its Orien¬ 
talist mediation and representation—not oriental in precisely these ro¬ 
mantic categories? When Said, toward the end of his study, demands of 
the Orientalist “a direct sensitivity” to the material before him, or a con¬ 
stant attempt to keep his work “responsive to the material and not to a 
doctrinal preconception” (327)—a requirement to be achieved through “a 
continual self-examination” of the Orientalist’s methodology and prac¬ 
tice—one cannot but be struck by the similarity of this demand with the 
romantics’ growing intimacy with the object characteristic of their renewal 
of Oriental art. Despite the convincing rationality and the good sense of 
Said’s contention, I see, therefore, in this demand of Said’s the same kind 
of problem that I see in the romantic demand for intimacy with the object. 
And this problem is inherent in Said’s approach to the Orient itself: the 
methodfree, nonsystematic, and nondiscursive approach to a prerepresen- 
tational and unmediated Orient, which is presupposed in Said’s critique of 
the discourse of knowledge called Orientalism—this ends up, not unlike 
the romantic empathy with the object, in partial identification with the 
Orient. It follows from here that, like the romantics’ symbolic art, such a 
direct approach can only lead to nontotalizing, if not resolutely fragmen¬ 
tary, forms expressive of the Orient itself. And if one takes Said’s valoriza¬ 
tion of the eccentric seriously, one may also anticipate the playfulness of 
such a nondiscursive practice of experiencing the Orient in itself. Yet, all 
these categories by which an access to the Orient is to be secured, an 
access that would leave the logical and epistemological constraints of the 
discourse of knowledge behind, are in no way subversive of that discourse 
and of the Western representation of the Orient. On the contrary, they 
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are ultimately oriental categories, that is, categories constitutive of the 
Romantic understanding of the Orient. Then again, those categories do 
not belong to any outside of the discourse of knowledge, mediation, and 
representation. Rather, they are the beginning categories of mediation, 
representation, and knowledge, and thus, moments in a powerful dialectic 
that will lead to their speculative overcoming in Hegel’s critique of 
romanticism. 

To repeat these categories uncritically is to fall back behind Hegel’s 
account and the radical comprehension of romanticism. No attempt to 
account for the otherness of the Orient can bypass the critique since it is 
both the most radical reduction of that otherness insofar as it only be¬ 
comes a moment in the process of the becoming of freedom, subjectivity, 
and self-consciousness, and the most systematic development of the cate¬ 
gories of otherness within Western thought. To account for what is Orien¬ 
tal, for the Orient in itself, if it is not just to be a repetition of Orientalism 
all over again, one will thus have to face the formidable task of coming to 
grips not with romanticism alone, but with Hegel’s speculative critique of 
it as well. It is only by living up to that task that one can hope to liberate 
the otherness of what will no longer tolerate the epithet “Oriental.” 




PART III 

Light Motives for a Critical Journey 




CHAPTER IO 


Of Goats, Caves, and Cannibals 

Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe 


Exiled for twenty-live years off the Brazilian coast on a tropical island in 
the estuary of the Orinoco, Robinson Crusoe suffered an ordeal that can 
be read as the artificial realization in an experimental setting of what 
Hans-Georg Gadamer, in a passing reference to Defoe’s novel, calls “the 
alleged primacy of the phenomenon of the solus ipse .” 1 Indeed, what the 
reader is made to witness is an experiment of sorts, not unlike those many 
other famous, and not exclusively literary, experiments of the eighteenth 
century that sought to observe the natural acquisition of specific human 
skills free of all interference from society. The experiment in question 
concerns an isolated individual’s ability to invent all by himself the techno¬ 
logical means not only necessary for survival but for reproducing the ratio¬ 
nal order of the world, as well as the replica of its moral and religious 
order that has been left behind. The critics have approached Defoe’s work 
either as an apology of nascent capitalism or as pursuing a more spiritual 
agenda. But why is Crusoe’s island located among the Caribbean islands? 
As is well known, Caribbean comes from the Spanish word caribe, meaning 
cannibal. Immediately, Crusoe suspects his own island to be situated off 
“the Savage Coast between the Spanish Country and Brazils, which are 
indeed the worst of Savages-, for they are Cannibals, or Men-eaters, and 
fail not to murther and devour all the humane Bodies that fall into their 
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Hands” (86). 2 Later, when plotting an escape to the mainland, he consid¬ 
ers the possibility that he “might fall into the Hands of Savages, and per¬ 
haps such as [he] might have Reason to think far worse than the Lions and 
Tigers of Africa. That if [he] once came into their Power [he] should run 
a Hazard more than a thousand to one of being lull’d, and perhaps of 
being eaten; for [he] had heard that the People of the Carribean Coast 
were cannibals, or Man-eaters; and [he] knew by the Latitude that [he] 
could not be far off from that Shore” (98). Supposing that Defoe’s novel 
is an experiment in an absolutely isolated self’s innate capacities, why are 
the cannibals necessary? Does the proximity and constant threat of the 
cannibals only make Crusoe’s adventures more exotic, or could there be a 
more intrinsic reason of why the experiment must take place in this precise 
region in the world? 3 Could it be that in order to invent the material and 
moral world from scratch before the solus ipse becomes capable of encoun¬ 
tering an other human being, he must first encounter cannibals? As Ga- 
damer does suggest, the solus ipse is an entirely artificial entity, because 
“the individual is never simply an individual because he is always in under¬ 
standing with others.” 4 It is conceivable, therefore, that an absolutely soli¬ 
tary self can only experience an other self as a cannibal. If in this essay, 
then, I, too, “will try to return Robinson Crusoe to the Caribbean,” it is not 
to argue, as does Peter Hulme, that Defoe’s novel, although not a mimetic 
allegory of colonialism, is concerned with the more metaphysical, or ideo¬ 
logical, task of repeating the colonial beginning and redrawing the colonial 
encounter in order to secure Europe’s dominion of its Caribbean colo¬ 
nies. 5 Following Ian Watt’s analysis of the novel’s “radical individualism,” 
Hulme recognizes also that Crusoe is “involved in a long quest for the 
composition of the self.” 6 By devoting a scrupulous analysis to what 
Crusoe himself describes as “a very strange Encounter” (144) and “a new 
Scene of my Life” (121), including what has led up to this encounter which 
critics agree is the climatic moment of the book, I wish to make the point 
that this quest is not only deeply tied to the religious underpinnings of the 
novel, but that the composition and socialization of the self requires a 
cannibalistic moment. Independent of whether Defoe’s novel is an apol¬ 
ogy of nascent capitalism or an attempt to renegotiate the European colo¬ 
nization of the Caribbean ideologically, I hold that the achievement of the 
book is to show that the composition of the self, or what since modernity 
has come to be known as the subject, necessarily composes with cannibal¬ 
ism. If this hypothesis is correct, the locus for the experiment on the solus 
ipse could not have been chosen more appropriately. 
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Thrown into a situation so desolate as no longer being able to avoid 
reflecting about his fate, former life, and self, Crusoe soon realizes that his 
condemnation to a stationary life, utter solitude, and total silence, is not 
without a purpose. First of all, it is, of course, a punishment for having 
rejected the way of reason. A “Rebel to . . . [his father’s] Authority,” blin¬ 
dly obeying “the Dictates of [his] Fancy rather than [his] Reason” (34), 
and thus obstinately “adhering to [his] foolish inclination of wandring 
abroad and pursuing that Inclination” (3 2), Crusoe has broken away from 
his parents to live what he himself calls a “wicked, cursed, abominable 
Life” (89). 7 Tempted by what is foreign and not his own, straying thus far 
from home, in short, seafaring, Crusoe is left without a self to speak of. 
He muses: “So void was I of every Thing that was good, or of the least 
Sense of what I was, or was to be ...” (104). Even though Crusoe has had a 
previous life with others—interestingly enough, Defoe refers to his hero’s 
sociability as gregariousness—it is a life in which he has rid himself of his 
self. The experiment set on the island, an experiment of shaping a self, 
thus starts from ground zero as it were. Crusoe’s conclusion that the ship¬ 
wreck and his miraculous survival is not an accident, but an act of “the 
infinitely wise and good Providence of God,” part of a divine scheme 
(123), shows that the experiment is underway right from the beginning of 
his arrival on the island. Prevented from any further wandering, Crusoe 
cannot but return to and stay with hmiself to discover by hmiself what he 
has done wrong, so as to get hmiself again onto the path of composing 
himself a self to begin with. There are two sides to this process: one side 
concerns Crusoe’s material, the other touches on his spiritual life. 

With respect to Crusoe’s material existence, two things need to be 
briefly pointed out. In spite of all his disregard of his father’s admonition, 
Crusoe does not miss out on any opportunity to further his fortune. In¬ 
deed, he works at securing his material wealth almost against his explicit 
will. Of his plantation in Brazil he notes that it was “an Employment quite 
remote to my Genius, and directly contrary to the Life I delighted in, and 
for which I forsook my Father’s House, and broke thro’ all his good Ad¬ 
vice” (30). That the investments he has made, as well as the business in 
which he has become involved prior to his isolation, continue to prosper 
in his absence, testifies to the divine hand that guides Crusoe’s fate. Provi¬ 
dence has seen it as well that the wreck has been washed close enough to 
the shore for him to salvage the necessary resources for his survival. But 
the divine hand is not merely interested in giving Crusoe a little help in 
making his life more comfortable. As the quality of life that Crusoe is 
capable of achieving for himself clearly shows, this journey on the island 



2J0 


Light Motives for a Critical Journey 


is not simply a question of material survival. 8 The transformation of the 
island from its state as one of mere nature into a place that resembles the 
world of his native England, corresponds to Crusoe’s progressive discov¬ 
ery within himself, and by himself, of the faculty and the precepts of rea¬ 
son. Unbeknownst to him, by seeking to improve and secure his material 
well-being, Crusoe is led to recognize the authority of reason over fancy 
and to shape a life for himself in accordance with the formerly despised 
values of “the upper Station of Low Life ” (6). The exile forces Crusoe to 
activate and bring to fruition a mental disposition and a set of values that 
he had rebelled against, and that impose themselves now to him with the 
authority of nature. 

In the present venue I will focus on Crusoe’s spiritual journey on the 
island alone. Indeed, the central role of the encounter with the cannibals, 
more precisely, the novel’s Caribbean flavor, is meaningful only in the 
context of Crusoe’s spiritual transformation. By contrast, there is, I be¬ 
lieve, no intrinsic reason why the transformation according to the laws of 
reason, hence of the colonization and civilization of the island, required it 
to be an island frequented by man-eaters. In the last resort, the geographi¬ 
cal location of the island is a function of the modern discovery of the 
subject and, as is obvious from Montaigne’s essay “Of Cannibals,” the 
establishment of the cannibals’ philosophical credentials. 

Since Crusoe spends twenty-five years on the island without company, 
his is a life of extreme solitude. It is also a “silent Life, such perhaps as was 
never heard of in the World before” (52). Of the dog he rescues from the 
wreck of the ship, Crusoe says, “I only wanted to have him talk to me, but 
that would not do” (53). Having no one to speak to Crusoe thus begins to 
talk aloud to himself. The first words that he hears from a mouth different 
from his, after he has finally succeeded in making his parrot speak to him, 
are his own words. The only voice he hears during all these years is his 
own voice, and Crusoe, therefore, becomes inevitably the center of his 
own preoccupations. In the absence of someone with whom to communi¬ 
cate, he addresses and examines himself. Even the parrot, in Crusoe’s 
voice, of course, cries “Poor Robin Crusoe, Where are you? Where have you 
been? How come you here? And such things as I had taught him” (112). The 
“Voice so terrible” that shatters the silence on the island, and which 
Crusoe hears in a dream, is no exception to this. Happening in a dream, it 
is a silent voice. Undoubtedly, it is the voice of Crusoe’s own conscious¬ 
ness that can make itself heard when sickness has exhausted the resistance 
of his nature. It is his own inner voice that finally catches his ear. In this 
dream, which occurs on June 27, he sees “a Man descend from a great 
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black Cloud, in a bright Flame of Fire, and light upon the Ground.” This 
dreadful figure, “at some Distance, . . . spoke to [him], or [he] heard a 
Voice so terrible, that it is impossible to express the Terror of it; all that 
[he] can say that [he] understood, was this, Seeing all these Things have not 
brought thee to Repentance, novo thou shalt die : At which Words, [he] thought 
he lifted up the Spear that was in his Fland, to kill [him]” (70). This voice, 
which makes Crusoe coil upon himself, is recognized as a voice from his 
“Conscience” (74). It confronts him with himself and represents a decisive 
turning point in his meditations upon himself, in that Crusoe now feels 
urged to “look back upon a dreadful mis-spent Life” (74), and to acknowl¬ 
edge that nothing happens without the knowledge of God. Yet, although 
the voice that he hears in his dream is merely the inner voice of his con¬ 
science, it is also the first voice of an other, a voice that shatters the silence 
on the island. Needless to say, this dream-voice is just another side of 
Crusoe’s own voice that commands the self-examination that the total lack 
of others forces upon him, but it is also described as that of an other man. 
More precisely, this voice represents the irruption in Crusoe’s conscious¬ 
ness of what I will call “the absolute Other.” Considering the imagery of 
the dream, the voice in question is the voice of God, of the One who is 
absolutely other than any human other. Until this dream he describes him¬ 
self as having been “meerly thoughtless of a God, or a Providence,” and 
as having “acted like a meer Brute from the Principles of Nature, and by 
the Dictates of common Sense only, and indeed hardly that” (71). Signifi¬ 
cant as well is the fact that Crusoe experiences this irruption of the abso¬ 
lute Other into his field of consciousness (that is to say, into his self, a self 
so elementary as to be little more than a circular protective fence) as a 
primal threat. In fact, even though he “saw good Reason to believe [the 
island to be] un-inhabited, except by wild Beasts, of whom however [he] 
saw none” (44), Crusoe begins his stay there by fencing in his self, a self 
deprived not only of the company of others but of almost all commodities 
as well. The nearly obsessive urge to enclose himself is understandable 
only because as a solus ipse, the subject Crusoe is vulnerable to the extreme, 
or rather, is nothing except the protective fortification that he builds 
around the empty spot of himself. Crusoe cannot afford to lay open or 
exposed, to be, as he remarks, “open for any Thing to come in upon [him]; 
and yet [he] could not perceive that there was any living Thing to fear, the 
biggest Creature that [he] had yet seen upon the island being a Goat” (82). 
Soon he is “compleatly fenc’d in, and fortify’d, . . . from all the World” 
(49), walled in within “a compleat Enclosure” (64) within which, he avers: 
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“I had Room enough, and nothing could come at me from without.” Pre¬ 
ceded on April 16 by a strong earthquake that makes his cave fall in and 
drives him out of his place for “fear of being swallow’d up alive” (66), 
the dream in question breaches Crusoe’s fenced-off self. That is why the 
encounter with the absolute Other is at first so terrorizing. Descending 
from a black cloud, surrounded by flames, and brandishing a spear to kill 
him, the figure, though it contains no explicit allusion to a cannibal, makes 
Crusoe’s self tremble in a way not unlike what he will experience on the 
occasion of the famous encounter. It, too, represents a threat of total de¬ 
struction. From this dream on, Crusoe is no longer himself as it were, no 
longer alone on the island. God’s presence is established, and Crusoe be¬ 
gins to pray to him hoping that God will hear him. He takes up reading 
the Scriptures that he had brought in from the ship. At one point, Crusoe 
holds that throwing his self wholly into the hands of God, “made [his] 
Life better than sociable” (107). But the conversation with God, however 
essential and satisfying, is but the framework prior to any communication 
with human others. Happening well before Crusoe will in fact encounter 
another human being, the dream in question makes all (horizontal) human 
encounter a function of a prior (vertical) relation of the solus ipse to the 
absolute Other. In the end, Crusoe will only have been able to relate to 
another human being because the terrorizing experience of God has 
cleaved open the subject’s isolation and self-enclosure, and thus has 
cleared the opening for encounters with human others to take place. The 
need for communication, it would seem, is a most visceral and natural 
need. In the state of nature in which Crusoe finds himself, the desire to 
hear another’s voice is part of his natural constitution. Crusoe suffers from 
his solitude even to such a degree that he wishes his dog to talk to him. 
What follows from the prior relation to the absolute Other, which has 
made Crusoe’s self tremble, is that his first encounter with another human 
being, with the savage more precisely, will no longer amount to satisfying 
a mere natural, or animal, inclination at socializing, or, as Crusoe calls it 
in reference to his spent life, his former gregariousness. In essence, it is 
only now that Crusoe has become capable of an encounter with a human 
other, one not dominated by animal or natural needs. Once this relation 
to God is in place, any future encounter will have a spiritual dimension 
and purpose. But so far only the possibility of such a meeting has been 
secured. It is thus to be expected that when the encounter will finally take 
place that it will have all the characteristics of an elemental encounter 
and a primal event, one that will represent the template for all further 
socialization of the solus ipse. Indeed, shortly before he comes across the 
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sign of the presence of another human being on his shores, Crusoe recalls 
a moment where all he desired was society. However, in anticipation of 
the events to come, he adds “that in some time after this, I was like to 
have too much” (117) of society. Unavoidably, the first encounter by the 
solus ipse of an other is too much for an isolated self to swallow. 

Yet before the actual encounter can take place at all, Crusoe must first 
experience that there are others than himself. Although the vertical rela¬ 
tion to the absolute Other has basically opened the space for a nonanimal 
relation to others like himself, Crusoe must first undergo the experience 
that such others exist and haunt his abode. On the island Crusoe is not 
only hermetically shielded against all intrusion but, if the island is a prison 
to him (77), he is positively its only inhabitant. As he remarks: “I was Lord 
of the whole Manor; or if I pleas’d, I might call my self King, or Emperor 
over the whole Country which I had Possession of. There were no Rivals. 
I had no Competitor, none to dispute Sovereignty or Command with me” 
(101). The realization, therefore, that there are others to be counted with, 
will be an experience no less terrifying than hearing God’s voice. The case 
in point, of course, is the discovery of a single footprint on his shore. It 
leaves Crusoe thunderstruck, “terrify’d to the last Degree” (121), and 
makes him seek instant shelter in his dwelling, from now on called “my 
Castle,” and which subsequendy he reinforces in no time into an unassail¬ 
able fortress. Following the discovery of the print of a man’s foot, and 
during twelve more years before he rescues Friday, Crusoe lives in “the 
constant Snare of the Fear of Man” (128). Yet why such fear? Undoubtedly, 
the thought that the man’s footprint belongs to a man-eater suggests itself 
immediately given the geographical location of the island. Because “the 
Dread and Terror of falling into the Hands of Savages and Canibals, lay 
so upon [his] Spirits,” he becomes incapable of any other thought. Even 
though he now dreads “every Night of being murther’d and devour’d be¬ 
fore Morning” (128), is it so obvious that the print must belong to a canni¬ 
bal? Crusoe’s first reaction to seeing the print is that it must be that of the 
devil, “for how should any other Thing in human Shape come into the 
Place” (121)? Soon he reaches the conclusion that it must belong to a 
savage, but not without instantly depicting the savages as devils (130). 
However, this footprint that drives Crusoe besides himself with fear is the 
print of a man's foot. Rather than blessing the arrival of another human 
being to his island prison, Crusoe is frightened out of his wits. His “Head 
[is] full of Vapours” (125), the reader is told. It is a man’s foot that causes 
such fear of man. If a print of a man’s foot can provoke such fear is it not, 
however, because to the solus ipse any man is, of necessity, a cannibal? 
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What exactly happens when Crusoe perceives the print of a foot on his 
shore? He describes himself as “a Man perfectly confus’d and out of [his] 
self” (121). Facing the evidence that another human being has set foot on 
his island, he is confused, in other words, perplexed, disconcerted, and 
disordered. To be perfectly confused, his confusion, thus, must be taken 
literally. The intrusion of the other into the prison house of his self leaves 
him incapable of distinguishing himself from the other who has trespassed 
on his territory. Confundere means to mingle, mix, or jumble together. 
Precisely because he is made to recognize the existence of a being similar 
to himself, Crusoe is totally bewildered: he does no longer know who is 
who. Further, this is a confusion that makes him feel displaced from his 
own self by the self of the other. Ousted from his own self, he is, as he 
himself acknowledges, out of himself, besides himself, exposed, and a 
naked prey of the other who has taken over his self. At bottom, then, the 
detection of the print of the foot of a man raises the threat of being de¬ 
voured, swallowed by an other whose similarity to himself (a self equally 
human) robs him (the only human on the island) of his ability to be him¬ 
self. This other prevents Crusoe from knowing himself and unseats him. 
Such an other self, whether man or beast, is, therefore, by definition a 
Caribe. 

Having “not met with the least Shadow or Figure of any People” (126) 
for fifteen years, Crusoe’s reaction to the signs of human presence, not¬ 
withstanding its psychological implausibility, signifies a first-time realiza¬ 
tion that besides him there are others. It is a primal experience whose 
possibility has only just been secured through Crusoe’s relation to the 
absolute Other. It is lived as an elemental experience by the solus ipse of 
the other human being as, in essence, a cannibalistic rival of his self. With 
the virtual presence of another human self on the island, the unique and 
only self of Crusoe faces the eventuality of a competition for selfhood. 
Indeed, prior to the realization that there are others, the self is at best only 
a fortification, a wandering enclosure without substance, without meat. In 
the elemental experience that the self is not alone, the alter ego becomes 
a terrifying presence that threatens to dislocate the self from itself, and to 
substitute itself for oneself, a threat all the more imminent as the self is 
nothing but an enclosed void. Yet, if I am led to think that an other self 
has taken the place of myself, my own self has become incorporated by 
the alien self. One has been devoured alive, annihilated by ingestion. In 
principle, any alter ego to the solus ipse is thus a devouring other, a man- 
eater, a cannibal, a Caribe. Crusoe, then, must thus run for his life, and 
with his back against the rock, “draw ... a second Fortification, in the 
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same Manner of a Semicircle” (126), a wall even thicker and stronger than 
the first. 

Even though the relation to God has set the stage for an encounter 
with another human being, the first reaction to realizing the presence of 
others seems to have imprisoned Crusoe even more deeply within himself. 
But the threat of being ousted from oneself, apart from a negative experi¬ 
ence, is an enabling experience as well. Once Crusoe reemerges recom¬ 
posed from his retreat into which he has fled “like one pursued” and 
“discompos’d” (121), the experience of the print becomes the foundation 
for an actual encounter with another human being; it also becomes an 
experience through which the self firmly establishes itself, and even se¬ 
cures its superiority over the alter ego. How then is the reader to conceive 
of Crusoe’s recomposition? I would like to argue that this recomposition 
draws on the threat of being dislocated from oneself by another self as its 
very resource. Having become ousted from one’s self by another self, har¬ 
bors structurally the insight that the intruding self is my own self, or 
rather, a self that one owns. Indeed, the recomposition amounts to turning 
the self that threatened Crusoe’s self with substitution, a self consequently 
that he himself could have been, into his self’s own originary, or primitive, 
self. Yet, only because the self has suffered a dislocation by another self, 
can it, by positing the other self as the self’s primitive other, or as a child¬ 
like version of it, achieve mastery of itself and the other self. As a result, 
the menacing other has in turn been cannibalized by the menaced self. He 
has been assimilated, and made a moment in the self’s mastery of itself. 
Thus recomposed, Crusoe has not only incorporated the cannibalistic 
other, from a merely fenced-in self without substance, he has become a 
self of substance, as it were, a self of selves. Indeed, thus recomposed, and 
with the self of the man-eating other ingested, Crusoe has become able of 
selfhood among other selves. With this essential function of cannibalism 
in the formation of the self, it is, of course, not surprising that the canni¬ 
bals, previously qualified as creatures more dangerous than Satan himself, 
are seen, as the novel progresses, in increasingly favorable light. In his 
speculations about the cannibals, for example, Crusoe is led to recognize 
that they may play a positive role in God’s scheme. He even begins to 
think of them, in spite of what he calls their “unnatural custom,” as inno¬ 
cent creatures, who, for divine reasons, have been abandoned by God. 
When another ship is wrecked off the coast, and Crusoe, not finding any 
bodies on his shore, speculates that the starving sailors may have eaten 
each other, cannibalism, is no longer horrible but presentable and to some 
extent justified. 
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Well before he finds further evidence of the savages and before he res¬ 
cues Friday, that is, before the recomposed solus ipse actually encounters a 
self of flesh and blood, Crusoe makes a discovery that deserves special 
attention. The story about the cave that he discovers by accident narrates 
an event that will shape Crusoe’s identity as significantly as the dream 
incurred while he is sick. Looking into this cave, Crusoe perceives “two 
broad shining Eyes of some Creature, whether Devil or Man [he] knew 
not, which twinckl’d like two Stars, the dim Light from the Cave’s Mouth 
shining directly in and making the Reflection.” Yet, rather than fleeing 
this frightful sight, Crusoe takes comfort in the thought that “the Power 
and the Presence of God was everywhere.” Perhaps even more important 
is the fact that he “durst to believe that there was nothing in this Cave 
that was more frightful than [himjself.” The recomposed self is just as 
awesome to look at as is the alter ego that initially threatened Crusoe’s 
own self. 9 Crusoe courageously steps forward, and hears from the mouth 
of the cave “a very loud Sigh like that of a Man in some Pain, and it was 
follow’d by a broken Noise, as if of Words half express’d, and then a deep 
Sigh again.” From the mouth of the cave comes forth a sound that is 
almost human. Although not knowing what to expect, Crusoe clearly dem¬ 
onstrates his readiness to encounter a human being, “Devil or Man,” even 
a real cannibal. Indeed, the sound that comes from the mouth of this cave 
is the first human voice (other than Crusoe’s own voice, or that of his 
parrot) that resounds on the island. But the story about the cave is still 
more complex. Penetrating further into the cave, Crusoe discovers that 
the almost human sounds and words are those of “a most monstrous 
frightful old Pie-goat, just making his Will, as we say, and gasping for 
Life, and dying of meer old Age” (139). In the throes of death the animal 
speaks with a voice like that of a human. In anticipation of Hegel’s state¬ 
ment that the death of the animal is the beginning of man, the goat Crusoe 
finds perishing of itself, of old age that is, announces the passage of mon¬ 
strous animality, and god-forsaken nature, to the higher realm of the 
human. When the old goat expires in the mouth of the cave, Crusoe buries 
it in that same place. With the corpse of the animal interred within its lips, 
the cave’s mouth has become free to utter truly human sounds and words. 
From it, the animal can now step forward into the light of humanity. 

I recall that at one point Crusoe explains why he dreads being eaten by 
cannibals as the “worst kind of Destruction.” It is, he asserts, “that of 
falling into the Hands of Cannibals, and Savages, who would have seiz’d 
on [him] with the same View, as did of a Goat, or a Turtle; and have 
thought it no more a Crime to kill and devour [him], than [he] did of a 
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Pidgeon, or a Curlieu” (153-154). For the cannibals, there is no distinc¬ 
tion between the animal and the human. With the dying goat uttering 
human sounds, the point made is that the difference in question presup¬ 
poses the death of animality. Consequently, to encounter a human being 
as such, and be it a cannibal in blood and flesh, the animal must first have 
died. Indeed, the goat scene suggests that the animal’s passing away is an 
entirely natural process, in which it is the animal itself that makes room 
for the advent of the human. Something similar will happen during the 
rescue of one cannibal from the cannibals. In this case, there will be some 
bloodshed, of course. But although Friday’s delivery has all the looks of a 
violent sacrifice of animality, it still remains true, as I will argue, that what¬ 
ever blood is spilled, it is the animal itself that sheds it. By way of conclud¬ 
ing the analysis of the scene in question, I note that shortly after the death 
of the old goat, Crusoe’s parrot begins to speak “so familiarly, and talk’d 
so articulately and plain, that it was pleasant to [him]” (141). The animal 
has become almost like a human, and thus, finally, the time has come for 
Crusoe to meet a human being in person. 

One morning, after twenty-five years of solitary life, he spots “no less 
than Thirty [cannibals] in Number” (157) on the beach, dancing around a 
fire in preparation for the sinister ritual in which they are to feast on the 
prisoners they have brought with them. Before discussing what happens, 
two things need mentioning. First, Crusoe has grown weary of plotting 
the destruction of the cannibals because he realizes that to kill the savages 
would “entirely . . . ruin and destroy [his] self” (135). And he realizes that 
he will need a companion if he is to escape to the mainland. If henceforth 
he actively considers a confrontation with the savages, it is first for the 
material reason of capturing himself a servant. Second, the encounter that 
is eventually going to take place has been rehearsed before in a dream. 
Indeed, the dream lays out the entire scenario for the event, and sets the 
terms according to which the encounter will take place. As the intelligible 
script of how the encounter will (have to) take place, it is sanctioned by 
the heavens, so to speak. In the dream the prisoner whom the savages have 
brought to the island in order to be eaten, escapes, and Crusoe observes: 

. . . the Savage that they were going to kill, jumpt away, and ran for his 
Life; and I thought in my Sleep, that he came running into my little thick 
Grove, before my Fortification, to hide himself; and that I seeing him 
alone, and not perceiving that the other sought him that Way, show’d my 
self to him, and smiling upon him, encourag’d him; that he kneel’d down 
to me, seeming to pray me to assist him; upon which I. . . carry’d him into 
my Cave, and he became my Servant. (155) 
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However, if the dream is a premonition, a more spiritual purpose is neces¬ 
sarily tied in with this attempt to get himself a savage. Because Crusoe 
himself qualifies his plan to escape from his place as “the fruit of a dis¬ 
turb’d Mind” (154), and that it might be connected to his earlier unrest, 10 
it can be assumed that capturing a cannibal must have a loftier reason. 
Indeed, if the hitherto feared encounter with an other human self is al¬ 
lowed to take place and put to use to further the becoming and conversion 
of Crusoe’s self, the exile on the island will have become superfluous, the 
experiment having been successfully completed. When he observes the 
savages on the shore, Crusoe feels called upon to free the cannibals’ pris¬ 
oner: “It came now very warmly upon my Thoughts, and indeed irresist¬ 
ibly, that now was my Time to get me a Servant, and perhaps a 
Companion, or Assistant; and that I was call’d plainly by Providence to 
save this poor Creature’s Life” (158). The goal is thus not merely to secure 
himself the physical means to leave the island, but to get himself a com¬ 
panion to speak to and thus complete the passage of the solus ipse to being 
a self with others. Once his recomposition and conversion is brought to 
conclusion with the spiritual help of the savage, the journey on the island 
will have been completed, and Crusoe will be able to go home. 

As I turn to Crusoe’s rescue of the cannibal about to be devoured, sev¬ 
eral parallels to the scene with the dying goat in the mouth of the cave 
need to be highlighted. First, it is the cannibals’ prisoner who takes the 
initiative to escape his cannibal captors. In spite of the fact that they are 
the enemies of his tribe, he has been a man-eater like them. But when 
“seeing himself a little at Liberty, Nature inspir’d him with Hopes of Life, 
and he started away from them, and ran . . . directly towards [him]” (157). 
The cannibal like the dying goat, all by himself, begins to free himself 
from animality. Second, with two pursuers on the heels of the prisoner, 
Crusoe’s life appears endangered, and the process of the cannibal’s self¬ 
emancipation risks bloodying Crusoe’s hands. However, the only cannibal 
Crusoe actually kills is killed in self-defense. Not only that, he has killed 
him without any bloodshed worth mentioning. When Friday later inspects 
the wound the bullet has made, it appears that “it had made a Hole, and 
no great Quantity of Blood had follow’d, but he had bled inwardly” (160), 
just as if the savage had died from within and from himself. The dirty 
work of killing off the other cannibal is the cannibal’s task. The liberating 
sacrifice of the cannibal, one that does not go without bloodshed, is Fri¬ 
day’s own responsibility (as it is Friday as well who does most of the killing 
job in the next encounter with the savages). Like the old goat, which died 
all by itself before uttering an almost human sound, the fleeing cannibal 
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(with a little help of his friend) sacrifices his own animality by doing in his 
fellow cannibals, before becoming, as I will argue, (almost) human. In any 
case, before finishing off the last pursuer whom Crusoe had only knocked 
down, the savage opens his mouth. His words “were pleasant to hear,” 
Crusoe avers (159). With Crusoe primarily an onlooker, the cannibal’s 
liberation from nature, animality, and, in principle, cannibalism, appears, 
as in the case of the expiring goat, a natural process. If violence is involved 
here it is the violence of nature freeing itself toward the human. 

But the savage stops just short of becoming an equal of Crusoe, hence 
fully human. The originally so appalling alter ego makes himself instantly 
and freely Crusoe’s life-long submissive slave. Many have read this scene 
as a paradigmatic scene of colonial literature. Certainly, this is a plausible 
assessment particularly if the reason for Friday’s willing submission is un¬ 
derstood from his gratitude of having been saved from death. As Hulme 
has shown, this argument for Friday’s agreement to make himself a life¬ 
long servant is a novel renegotiation of Locke’s justification of slavery. 11 
Still, at a more profound level, this submission into a second rate self, 
derives, as should be evident by now, from the much more general prob¬ 
lematic of the self-formation and socialization of a self conceived at the 
outset as a solus ipse, as a subject. If the self, in the sense of a solus ipse, has 
to have an other, this other can by definition only be an inferior self. After 
all, the other self is the one that had first ousted the solus ipse from itself, 
before being recognized as the self’s original, primitive, or natural, self. 
The other self, therefore, is inevitably submissive. Consequently, even 
though the savage has divested himself of his animality, he remains in the 
natural position of a would-be human, that is, an infant, good savage, or 
servant (if not slave). In other words, he is a dependent of Crusoe because 
submission is the most elementary, most primitive condition of the one 
who has just been elevated from the realm of nature to that of the human. 12 
Following the savage’s first expression of total submission, Crusoe refers 
to Friday as “my Sava ge, for so I call him now” (159). This demonstrates 
that the self-freed savage has in no time been taken into service by the 
master self in the quality of another, yet not quite human, self. Assisted by 
this other and no longer threatening self, Crusoe will be able to complete 
the process of his own self-formation. But if this process yields a securely 
established master self (one which providence will also have made master 
of a considerable fortune), it is only because the other self is the self’s own 
primitive, or natural self, a self firmly owned by the master’s self. 

Friday, no doubt, is a very unusual savage. He not only comes running 
towards Crusoe, he takes all the bloody work required by his liberation 
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from the repugnant state of animality upon himself and freely commits 
himself to lifelong servitude. He also shows his gratitude by beginning to 
take on the exterior likeness of Crusoe. As seen already, his voice is pleas¬ 
ant to the ear. More surprising (at first glance, at least) is that Friday casts 
off all the exterior features that throughout the novel had been associated 
with the savages. He becomes handsome, a European almost, hence 
mostly white: 

He was a comely handsome Fellow, perfectly well made; with straight 
strong Limbs, not too large; tall and well shap’d, and as I reckon, about 
twenty six Years of Age. He had a very good Countenance, not a fierce and 
surly Aspect; but seem’d to have something very manly in his Face, and yet 
he had all the Sweetness and Softness of an European in his Countenance 
too, especially when he smil’d. His Hair was long and black, and not curl’d 
like Wool; his Forehead very high, and large, and a great Vivacity and 
sparkling Sharpness in his Eyes. The Colour of his Skin was not quite 
black, but very tawny; and yet not of an ugly yellow nauseous tawny, as the 
Brasilians, and Virginans, and other Natives of America are; but of a bright 
kind of a dun olive Colour, that had in it something very agreeable; tho’ 
not very easy to describe. His Face was round, and plump; his Nose small, 
not flat like the Negroes, a very good Mouth, thin Lips, and his fine Teeth 
well set, and white as Ivory. (160) 

Let there be no mistake, Crusoe’s savage is not white, but “his Skin [is] 
not quite black” either. It is of a very special brown distinct from that of 
all other South American Indians. It is “very agreeable,” so agreeable, 
indeed, that Friday almost looks white. This young savage is of an age 
(twenty-six years) that corresponds to the time that Crusoe has spent on 
the island until now. He is Crusoe’s domesticated cannibal, a self of his 
own, sufficiently different, however, so as to be his own self in the state of 
nature, and susceptible to work for the spiritual reformation of his self. 

Friday’s education is a process that begins at the very beginning, with 
learning to speak (to Crusoe). Since Crusoe does not care much about the 
savage’s own language, and since he communicates with him at first only 
through gestures, the savage’s language is prelinguistic and gestural. 
Teaching him English is Crusoe’s way of teaching him to speak at all. Part 
of this instruction is an act of naming. Since it is a double naming—of the 
namer and the named, the self and the other—Crusoe, by this act, assigns 
every one his respective place: “first I made him know his Name should 
be Friday, which was the Day I sav’d his Life; I call’d him so for the Mem¬ 
ory of the Time; I likewise taught him to say Master, and then let him 
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know, that was to be my Name” (161). Undoubtedly, besides marking the 
day of his rescue, the name is also supposed to constantly remind its bearer 
that he has been spared death, and therewith, of his lifelong indebtedness 
to the master. Considering that Friday has been a man-eater, the name 
also admonishes him to abstain from human flesh. But by this name the 
former cannibal becomes situated in still another relation to Crusoe. First, 
I note that the name of the sixth day of the week on which Christians are 
prohibited from eating meat, a name which derives from that of a pagan 
goddess, also commemorates Good Friday, the Friday before Easter, ob¬ 
served as the anniversary of Christ’s crucifixion. Friday, the cannibal who 
has foresworn his anthropophagous appetite by becoming (almost) human 
has also sacrificed his animal body. His age corresponds to the years carved 
onto the calendar in the shape of a “great Cross” (52) that Crusoe planted 
on the shore where he first landed. But if the name “Friday” suggests a 
special relation to Crusoe, is it not precisely because “Crusoe” is, as the 
reader learns in the opening paragraph of the novel, an Anglicization of 
his German patronymic “Kreutznaer” (5)? Finally, it may not be insig¬ 
nificant that it takes Crusoe almost thirty years (twenty-eight years to be 
precise) before being delivered from the exile on the island. Rather than 
exploring the Christological implications of these references for under¬ 
standing the figure of Crusoe, I underscore only the following. If Friday 
is the name of the other self that has become recognized and owned by 
Crusoe’s self as an older, more primitive self (a self of himself thus subser¬ 
vient to himself) it is also the self that carries the cross of Crusoe’s ordeal, 
a self associated with crucifixion, for Crusoe himself to be resurrected as 
the master self. Thanks to the relation established by their respective 
names, the ties between Crusoe and Friday certainly run much deeper 
than when seen exclusively in the colonial context. 13 

Friday’s education has a material and a spiritual side. Crusoe instructs 
him in how to perform all the activities necessary for their material subsis¬ 
tence, and since he is such an enthusiastic learner, he promptly assumes 
the full responsibility for all the labor necessary in this respect. With this 
Crusoe is freed of the burden of manual work for more spiritual matters: 
Friday’s religious education, or more exactly, the furthering of his own, by 
way of that of the savage. However, before considering this final and deci¬ 
sive phase of Crusoe’s self-composition, the question of cannibalism needs 
to be addressed in some greater detail. 

Returning with Friday to the place where he has been delivered from 
the hands of his pursuers, Crusoe realizes that his savage is still a cannibal 
at heart. Friday wants to dig up the buried cannibals, and make a meal of 
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them. What is thus revealed is a hankering for human flesh, a craving that, 
as the text suggests, on this occasion, is a natural, inborn, drive characteris¬ 
tic of the savages. Their eating habit is the natural way in which they 
socially exchange. However odd, this assertion is entirely coherent with 
everything I have discussed so far, given that any other to the solus ipse is a 
cannibal to him. Since the cannibals have been construed as the dreaded 
others, they are those who by nature crave for human flesh, or even more 
terrible, are out to expel Crusoe from his self. Additional support for this 
reading can be found in Crusoe’s first discovery of the remains of a canni¬ 
bal’s feast. Crusoe is struck with horror at the sight of these remains left 
by “the Savage Wretches’ . . . inhumane Feastings upon the Bodies of 
their Fellow-Creatures.” He is appalled by the sight of “such a Pitch of 
inhuman, hellish Brutality, and the Horror of the Degeneracy of Humane 
Nature.” Turning “away [his] Face from the horrid Spectacle; [his] Stom¬ 
ach grew sick, . . . [and] Nature discharg’d the Disorder from [his] Stom¬ 
ach, and having vomited with an uncommon Violence, [he] was a little 
relieved” (129). Why precisely is the spectacle of the cannibals’ feast so 
upsetting to Crusoe? He expresses his horror “at seeing the Shore spread 
with Skulls, Hands, Feet, and other Bones of humane Bodies” (129). It is 
the dismemberment of human bodies that is so repugnant to Crusoe. Not 
only that, the horror that he experiences at seeing the remains comes from 
the realization that it is impossible to reconstruct those dismembered bod¬ 
ies. This is particularly evident in the description of the leftovers from the 
feast at which Friday was to be sacrificed: “The Place was cover’d with 
humane Bones, the Ground dy’d with their Blood, great Pieces of Flesh 
left here and there, half eaten, mangl’d and scorch’d ... I saw three Skulls, 
five Hands, and the Bones of three or four Legs and Feet, and abundance 
of other Parts of the Bodies” (161-162). Since three prisoners have been 
eaten, but only five hands and three or four legs and feet are scattered on 
the beach, their dismemberment, consequently, is irreversible. The real 
threat of being eaten is thus in essence that of an ingestion in which the 
self is completely annihilated, destroyed in its entirety, in a process of a 
dismemberment that is no longer reversible. Further, since the spectacle 
of this feast stresses that the bodies are only half eaten, there is also a 
distinct sense of squandering. The cannibals not only tear the bodies apart 
beyond recognition, they waste things. It is a botched, and senseless job—a 
job that makes Crusoe vomit. 

Having witnessed the leftovers of the savages’ bloody ritual and vio¬ 
lently disgorged the contents of his stomach, Crusoe thanks God for hav¬ 
ing “cast [his] first Lot in a Part of the World, where [he] was distinguish’d 
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from such dreadful Creatures as these” (129-130). I recall that this first 
discovery of the cannibal remains occurred shortly after Crusoe’s finding 
the footprint on his shore. The spectacle of the leftover of the cannibals’ 
feast thus serves Crusoe to set himself apart not only from those others, 
but also from that other who had besieged, and forced him out of him¬ 
self. 14 In vomiting, he ejects the other who has usurped the place of his 
self. It is a violent rift, the opening of a distance, by which the other is 
thrown into opposition to himself, into a place distinct from his self. 
Throwing up the other, the other falls into his place, and is thus suscepti¬ 
ble of being mastered, potentially a dependent. No confusion is possible 
anymore, self and other have become clearly distinguished. But this dis¬ 
tinction by which the other has become the other of the self—an other 
self subservient to the self, a self more primitive of the self—is an ingestion 
of the other as well. It thus appears that there are two kinds of cannibalism 
to be distinguished. There is a cannibalism that is definitely revolting. It 
wastes what it ingests, senselessly squandering its resources. It makes only 
a botch of a job of devouring the other, leaves a repulsive mess, and does 
not clean up after itself. Distinct from this is a cannibalism that takes in 
the other in its entirety, without dismembering him or her, and puts him 
or her—only subdued to the status of an infant, primitive, or natural other 
of oneself—to work for forming an identity for oneself. This latter form of 
cannibalism, one that successfully works, and is put to good use, rather 
than representing merely a senseless waste, is a good, or clean, form of 
cannibalism. This is the kind of cannibalism that works for Crusoe. 15 

It is therefore not surprising that Crusoe becomes increasingly tolerant 
of the cannibals, if not even of their “unnatural Custom.” He relaxes and 
acknowledges that with the annihilation of the others he would also forfeit 
the possibility of being a self. After having been obsessed with the desire 
for their wholesale extermination, Crusoe is also forced to admit that if 
their custom “had been suffer’d by Providence in his wise Disposition of 
the World” (133), there must be something good about it. The existence 
of cannibalism cannot be without some divine purpose. Yet what possibly 
can cannibalism be good for? In his frequent speculation on the cannibals, 
Crusoe defines cannibalism as “Nature entirely abandon’d of Heaven, and 
acted [that is, actuated, moved to action] by some hellish Degeneracy” 
(133). The cannibals, then, are a god-forsaken nature, nature left to itself, 
without any guidance but those of “the Principles of Nature” (71), that is 
to say, as far as the cannibals are concerned, of having “no other Guide 
than that of their own abominable and vitiated Passions” (133). Yet, be¬ 
cause abandoned by God, “the wise Governor of all Things,” there must 
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be a reason for the existence of these savages in these regions of the world, 
and for them to have been able to go about their business for so long. 
Indeed, why should God have “give[n] up any of his Creatures to such 
Inhumanity; nay, to something so much below, even Brutality itself, as to 
devour its own Kind” (154), Crusoe wonders. Nature left to itself is that 
of a state of indifference, where man and animal are equal, hence, a state 
identical to the Hobbesian state of war. If the cannibals are Crusoe’s natu¬ 
ral others, it is because they represent the indifferent ground against which 
difference, and hence selfhood, in the first place, becomes a possibility. 
With this, a first reason for the existence of cannibalism is provided, mak¬ 
ing Crusoe realize that he “was certainly in the Wrong in it, that these 
People were not Murtherers, in the Sense that [he] had before condemn’d 
them, in [his] Thoughts” (134). But before further inquiry into additional 
reasons that sanction the cannibals’ existence, let me return to the issue 
left in abeyance, Friday’s lingering appetite for human flesh. 

Needless to say, this is a habit that Crusoe must make Friday overcome 
for him to be humanized and made a reliant other. On their return to the 
spot where they have interred the bodies of the two savages, Friday makes 
signs to Crusoe that “we should dig them up again, and eat them.” As well 
as when they clean up the mess the cannibals have made, Crusoe “found 
Friday had still a hankering Stomach after some of the Flesh, and was still 
a Cannibal in his Nature” (162). To break this habit, Crusoe whose horror 
of cannibalism is dwindling by now, must pretend to be shocked: “I ap¬ 
pear’d very angry, expressed my Abhorrence of it, made as if I would vomit 
at the Thoughts of it, and beckon’d with my Hand to him to come away, 
which he did immediately, with great Submission” (161). But what really 
makes Friday kick the habit is the fear of being killed. Crusoe concludes 
the list of his efforts to stop the savage from eating human flesh, saying, 
“I had by some Means let him know that I would kill him if he offer’d it” 
(162). To make Friday give up his desire, Crusoe decides “to let him taste 
other Flesh” (164), in short, animal meat. Therefore, in the presence of 
Friday, Crusoe kills a young goat and makes him eat the cooked meat. But 
only the fear of being killed in turn explains Friday’s inordinate expression 
of how well he likes it, and his promise never to eat human flesh anymore. 
For when Crusoe shoots the goat, Friday believes that his master “was 
resolved to kill him; for he came and kneel’d down to me, and embracing 
my Knees, said a great many Things I did not understand; but I could 
easily see that the meaning was to pray me not to kill him” (164-65). Only 
the fear of death can break a habit so deeply ingrained in nature. As both 
Crusoe’s and Friday’s pretense demonstrates—Crusoe fakes vomiting at 
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the thought of eating human flesh whereas Friday fakes a taste for animal 
meat—cannibalism is part of the human condition. That it cannot be bro¬ 
ken, but only replaced by a substitute, that of eating animal flesh, is evident 
from the killing of the kid, moreover, an animal of the same species as the 
old he-goat, which has already cleared the way for the human order. To 
eat the animal does three things at least. As a substitute for human beings, 
it lets humans remain cannibals, but cannibals of a good sort. To replace 
the human by an animal is also to institute a difference between both. This 
substitution inaugurates the difference between the animal and the human, 
on which difference rests the passage from nature to culture, that is to a 
state in which humans, in principle, are no longer equal, and hence, at 
war. The difference of culture with respect to nature is thus a question of 
food. It is a difference that originates with the human eating animal flesh. 
Further, since the animal that replaces Friday is killed by Crusoe, the dif¬ 
ference instituted is also the difference of self and other, of an other who is 
other only with respect to the master self, in other words, of an inequality 
between self and other, a difference that is hierarchical. What becomes 
instituted by the new eating habits is a relation between self and other as 
one of master and servant, or master and slave. 

Impressed by the savage’s progress, Crusoe resumes his speculations on 
the role of cannibals in God’s scheme, in an attempt at fathoming the 
reason of why God may have written off a great part of his creation, de¬ 
priving many of his creatures from being able to put their faculties and 
powers of the soul to the best use. After all, “he has bestow’d upon them 
the same Powers, the same Reason, the same Affections, the same Senti¬ 
ments of Kindness and Obligation, the same Passions and Resentments 
of Wrongs; the same Sense of Gratitude, Sincerity, Fidelity, and all the 
Capacities of doing Good, and receiving Good, that he has given to us” 
(163). Undoubtedly, God has created all men equal as far as their abilities 
and potential are concerned. On what grounds then has he withheld guid¬ 
ance from them, leaving the savages in a state with only their nature to 
follow, and thus powerless to develop their capacities? Obviously, some¬ 
how, they must have brought this condition upon themselves, Crusoe 
muses, afraid of pushing the thought that God could have been unjust: “as 
God was necessarily, and by the Nature of his Being, infinitely Holy and 
Just, so it could not be, but that if these Creatures were all sentenc’d to 
Absence from himself, it was on account of sinning against that Light 
which, as the Scripture says, was a Law to themselves, and by such Rules 
as their Consciences would acknowledge to be just, tho’ the Foundation 
was not discover’d to us” (164). However, this explanation loses some of 
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its credibility when the cannibals increasingly begin to look innocent given 
their complete lack of a notion of evil. And when it becomes clear that, in 
eating one another, they are not aware of any light that they could have 
sinned against, there must be another, more plausible, rationale for God’s 
decision to leave them in the state of nature. A first hint as to God’s reason 
can be detected in Crusoe’s observation that when it pleases God: 

... to offer to them Occasions of exerting these [their abilities], they are as 
ready, nay, more ready to apply them to the right Uses for which they were 
bestow’d, than we are: and this made me very melancholly sometimes, in 
reflecting as the several Occasions presented, how mean a Use we make of 
all these, even though we have these Powers enlighten’d by the Lamp of 
Instruction, the Spirit of God, and by the Knowledge of his Word, added 
to our Understanding; and why it has pleas’d God to hide the like saving 
Knowledge from so many Millions of Souls, who if I might judge by this 
poor Savage, would make a much better use of it than we did. (163) 

That the savages are ready to make good use of their abilities when given 
the opportunity and that we, the white Europeans, neglect doing so in 
spite of the light with which we have been endowed, suggest that a main 
raison d’etre of the savages unjust existence is that they are needed to serve 
as a means for comparison. Omniscient, God must have anticipated that 
the enlightened part of mankind would be led astray and become wicked. 
Therefore, it is to be conjectured, he made only a very parsimonious, or 
rather, economic, use of the revelation, leaving one part of his creation in 
limbo to be held up as a humiliating mirror to the cultivated white Chris¬ 
tian Europeans in case of need. Maintained in the state of nature, deprived 
of the possibility to distinguish themselves from animals, and thus unequal 
in spite of basic equalities, the cannibals are God’s answer to the degener¬ 
ate whites, the very mean to reawaken them to the truths of the revealed 
Word. In the economy of divine providence, cannibalism thus plays a 
major role. Connected to this reason is another, even more important one. 
It can be seen in Friday’s religious education. 

Friday’s instruction in religious and spiritual matters is a two-way proc¬ 
ess. It does good not only to the savage but especially to Crusoe. Some¬ 
times, Friday’s questions are so “natural and innocent” that Crusoe 
“scarce [knows] what to say to him” (170). These naive but intelligent 
questions force Crusoe to reflect and to assiduously study the Scriptures: 
“I really inform’d and instructed myself in many Things, that either I did 
not know, or had not fully consider’d before; but which occur’d naturally 
to my Mind, upon my searching into them, for the Information of this 
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poor Savage” (171). This process admittedly makes Crusoe “a much better 
Scholar in the Scripture Knowledge, than [he] should ever have been by 
[his] own private meer Reading” (172). He discovers what is unique or 
specific about Christianity. Introducing Friday to Christian faith, Crusoe 
learns that the savages already have a sense of the divine, and of an after¬ 
life. As a consequence, Friday has no difficulty warming up to and accept¬ 
ing the notion of a true God. But to Crusoe’s amazement, the former 
cannibal has no sense whatsoever of evil. Puzzled, Crusoe is thus led to 
the insight that what sets Christianity apart from other religions is the idea 
and the promise of salvation: 

... it was a Testimony to me, how the meer Notions of Nature, though 
they will guide reasonable Creatures to the Knowledge of a God, and of a 
Worship or Homage due to the Supreme Being, of God as the Conse¬ 
quence of our Nature; yet nothing but divine Revelation can form the 
Knowledge of Jesus Christ, and of a Redemption purchas’d for us, of a Me¬ 
diator of the New Covenant, and of an Intercessor, at the Foot-stool of 
God’s Throne; I say, nothing but a Revelation from Heaven, can form 
these in the Soul; and that therefore the Gospel of our Lord and Saviour 
Jesus Christ-, I mean, the Word of God, and the Spirit of God promis’d for 
the Guide and Sanctifier of his People, are the absolutely necessary Instruc¬ 
tors of the Souls of Men, in the saving Knowledge of God, and the Means 
of Salvation. (171) 

The encounter between the cannibal and his instructor, who is to reveal 
to him true religion, opens the eyes of the instructor as well to the essence 
of Christian faith. It gives Crusoe the unique opportunity to lift the other 
out of the realm of a god-forsaken nature—forsaken, that is, by the true, 
Christian God—and, at the same time, to complete the reformation and 
composition of his own self. Having to explain the doctrine of salvation to 
the savage, Crusoe reveals this doctrine to himself, and thus finds his own 
salvation. If he is “an Instrument under Providence to save the Life, and 
for ought I knew, the Soul of a poor Savage, and bring him to the true 
Knowledge of Religion, and of Christian Doctrine, that he might know 
Christ Jesus, to know whom is Life eternal,” such that “a secret Joy run[s] 
through every part of [his] Soul” (172), it is because it is the joy of having 
finally completed his own self-composition. With this, however, there is 
no reason anymore why Crusoe has to remain on the island. His journey 
has, in principle, come to an end. No wonder, consequently, if in this 
twenty-seventh year of his stay on the island, he has, as he remarks, “an 
invincible Impression upon [his] Thoughts, that my Deliverance was at 
hand, and that [he] should not be another Year in this Place” (179). 
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The ultimate reason, then, for the existence of a nature left to itself, 
that yet does not know the difference between the human and the animal, 
and in which humans crave the flesh of their own species, is to hold up a 
humiliating mirror to the fallen white Europeans. When given the oppor¬ 
tunity to develop, the savage cannibal shows the latter to spiritually reas¬ 
sert and deliver themselves, and thus to recover the superiority that is 
theirs in so far as they had been the chosen part of mankind to receive the 
revelation. It is the chance to prove their superiority again, and a differ¬ 
ence that has been sanctioned in the heavens. At one point in the novel, 
and in explicit references to the savages, Crusoe comments that “fre¬ 
quently in the Course of our Lives, the Evil which in it self we seek most 
to shun, and which when we are fallen into it, is the most dreadful to us, 
is oftentimes the very Means or Door of our Deliverance, by which alone 
we can be rais’d again from the Affliction we are fallen into” (141). But 
why must these savages be cannibals at all cost? Why does not just any 
savage do? From what the reader has just been told, only that which repre¬ 
sents the most extreme threat can become a means of salvation. If the 
savages on whom one’s deliverance depends have to be cannibals at all 
cost, it is precisely because the dreaded ingestion by another can also be 
put to good use. The threat of being devoured by another self, precisely 
because it puts the self as a whole into question, can be turned around, 
and made, as I have argued, into the means of a self-assertion by way of 
which the other is ingested, and put into its place. The terrible experience 
of cannibalistic indifference harbors the possibility of a productive canni¬ 
balism that not only lays the foundation for the difference, without confu¬ 
sion, between self and other, but that also sees after it that both never 
become equal. Thereby, the foundation for the social order, and all social¬ 
ization, is laid. 



CHAPTER II 


Kafka’s Law 

In the Field of Forces Between Judaism and Hellenism 


Alexander Pushkin’s story on Potemkin, as retold by Walter Benjamin in 
“Franz Kafka,” is said to storm like a herald two hundred years ahead of 
Kafka’s work. Not only is Potemkin characterized as an “ancestor” of the 
somnolent and unkempt holders of power in Kafka’s work, but the world 
of offices and registries in the story is held to be no different from that of 
Kafka’s world, and Pushkin’s character Shuvalkin is considered the same 
as K. More precisely, what makes Pushkin’s story the forerunner of Kaf¬ 
ka’s world and work for Benjamin, is that “the enigma which beclouds this 
story is Kafka’s enigma” (795). 1 This enigma, which forms a “cloudy spot 
[wolkige Stelle]” (802), or rather flocculates (sich in ihrwolkt), in Pushkin’s 
story and which constitutes this story’s nontransparent and impenetrable 
spot, concerns the status of the law, its representatives, and its subjects. 
The puzzling question at the heart of both Pushkin’s story and Kafka’s 
writings, that is, at the very spot where their world image “ceases to be 
transparent” (2.3:1263), 2 bears upon a law which manifests itself phenom¬ 
enally only through seedy legal representatives and authorities who pre¬ 
side over a decrepit world entirely permeated by the sphere of the law, 
and whose terrible power consists in condemning its very subjects while 
denying them any access to it. However, to associate the flocculating 
enigma in both Pushkin’s story and Kafka’s works with the question of the 
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law, as I do here, may seem precipitate considering Benjamin’s reserva¬ 
tions concerning the very notion of the law. 3 No doubt, the term the law 
is not absent from “Franz Kafka.” But as the exchange of letters with 
Gershom Scholem demonstrates—who, in a letter from August 1, 1931, 
remarks about the talk “Franz Kafka: Beim Bau der Chinesischen Mauer,” 
which Benjamin gave in 1931 on the Frankfurter Rundfunk: “How, as a 
critic, you could manage to say anything about the world of this man with¬ 
out putting the doctrine, what Kafka called the law, into the center, is an 
enigma for me” (2.3:1156)—Benjamin did not consider the notion of the 
law to be key to understanding Kafka’s work. In fact, in the letter of Au¬ 
gust 11, 1934 devoted to Scholem’s comments about his essay “Franz 
Kafka,” he remarks: “I hold Kafka’s steady insistence on the law to be the 
blind spot of his work, by which I only want to say, that it just appears to 
me impossible to put it interpretatively into motion by way of this notion. 
Indeed, I do not wish to take on this concept” (2.3:1166). 4 In another 
letter addressed to Werner Kraft, dated November 12, 1934, Benjamin 
recalls that Scholem had reproached him for “ignoring Kafka’s concept of 
the ‘laws,’ ” and he adds, “At a later moment, I will attempt to show why 
the concept of the ‘laws’ in Kafka, in contrast to the concept of‘doctrine,’ 
has mainly a semblance-like character, and that it is in truth only for dis¬ 
play [einen uberwiegend scheinhaften Charakter hat und eigentlich eme Attrappe 
1 st ]” (2.3:1172). Finally, in the notes for the “Kafka-Revision,” he remarks: 
“The passages where Kafka discusses ‘The question of the laws’ are to be 
compared. Among other things, one needs to investigate whether it makes 
sense to distinguish between ‘the’ law and the laws as Kraft argues. Are 
the laws the blind spot in Kafka?” (2.3:1250). In summary, Benjamin holds 
the “law” or the “laws” to which he refers seemingly without making a 
definite distinction to be the blind spot in Kafka’s work. By way of this 
concept, interpretation is unable to make out anything of importance in 
the work. In addition, Kafka himself has not said anything determinate 
about the law or the laws. But perhaps most importantly, Benjamin who, 
unlike Scholem, distinguishes between the doctrine and the law holds the 
notion of the law itself to have a “semblance-like character” and to be a 
mock-up, if not even a sham. Given this unmistakable reluctance to accord 
the notion of the law any significance for the interpretation of Kafka’s 
work, on what grounds can one then claim that the “cloudy spot” in both 
Pushkin’s story and Kafka’s writings involves the law? Even though the 
context in which Benjamin evokes the “cloudy spot”—namely, his analysis 
of Pushkin’s and Kafka’s holders of power, whose business consists above 
all in investigating and sentencing their subjects—seems to support such 
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an interpretation of the “cloudy spot,” one should also consider the possi¬ 
bility that Benjamin’s explicit resistance in his debate with Scholem to 
making the “law” a privileged issue, may well concern a very determinate 
concept of the law—the law in the sense of the Mosaic Law. Another 
concept than the one of God’s Law, for example, law in the sense of the 
penal code, could then make up the enigma of the “cloudy spot.” Indeed, 
Kafka’s world is a legal world, as Benjamin recognizes, one of courts and 
registries, of accusers and accused. Finally, taking Kraft’s suggestion into 
consideration that one should distinguish between the “law” and the 
“laws,” perhaps additional concepts of laws may well contribute to the 
lack of transparency of the spot in question. In what follows, I will take 
the cloudiness of this spot seriously. In other words, I will not seek to 
illuminate or dispel it. It is part and parcel of what all of Kafka is about. 5 
But this does not prohibit construing its cloudiness. Differently worded, 
the nontransparency of this spot can, perhaps, be shown to result from a 
crossing of a variety of threads or themes concerning the law. I will at¬ 
tempt to read the first part of Benjamin’s essay, the section entitled “Po¬ 
temkin,” aiming to distinguish the different threads that make up the 
tangle of the “cloudy spot,” and to elaborate how these threads enter “am¬ 
biguous relations” (2.3:1240), and form “vacillating structures” (2.3:1236). 
Assuming that the obscurity that flocculates in Kafka’s text concerns, in¬ 
deed, the problematic and status of the law, I hope to show that the cloudi¬ 
ness in question stems from a historical and philosophical interweaving of 
several forms and concepts of the law. Indeed, the enigma of the “cloudy 
spot” concerns nothing less than Kafka’s philosophy of history whose out¬ 
lines Benjamin attempts to discern in the essay. The enigma concerns 
Benjamin’s own thought as well—in his correspondence with Scholem and 
Kraft, his debate with Kafka is described as the very crossroads [Kreuzweg, 
carrefour\ of his own thinking (2.3:1167, 1171). 

Most of the part of “Franz Kafka” entitled “Potemkin,” is devoted to 
expanding on the hopelessness of the situation in which both the holders 
of power and their subjects find themselves in Kafka’s world. Only the 
figures in the intermediate world, that is, the assistants and messengers, 
are (perhaps) free of the predicament in which all the other figures—the 
lowest who suffer the law, and the highest who exercise it—find them¬ 
selves. Only for them, Kafka suggests, there may be hope. The curious 
figures of the assistants, all of which are messengers of some sort, are those 
who have escaped from the family circle and, given the analogy of the 
father-son relation to the paternalistic rules of the office world, the world 
of courts and registries as well. They are the only ones who have not been 
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accused. No proceedings have been started against them, nor are they in 
any position to dominate others. By contrasting the groups of the figures 
that inhabit the intermediate world, who are neither holders of power nor 
subjects of the law, with the other groups, Benjamin points out that the 
law is only truly binding for these latter groups. Even though the law 
concerns all the figures of Kafka’s world, its burden on the messengers is 
much milder. As Benjamin suggests, it subdues them tenderly, and in a 
way that is distinctly less coercive. By contrast, “what may be discerned as 
tenderly less binding [zart unverbindlicher ] in the activities of these messen¬ 
gers, is something that becomes, in an oppressive and gloomy way, the law 
that reigns over this whole group of creatures” (799; translation modified). 
“Something” presides in a compulsory fashion as a tyrannical and somber 
law over the whole group of the figures that make up the upper and the 
lower world in Kafka’s writings. Since this “something” is said to bind the 
messengers and assistants of the intermediary world tenderly, and in a 
much less than compulsory fashion, it is to them that one must first turn 
to understand what precisely it is that has become such an oppressive law 
for all others. 

In contrast to the other figures that populate Kafka’s families, offices, 
and courts, the inhabitants of the intermediate world are unfinished. Ben¬ 
jamin compares them to the gandharvas of Indian mythology, “mist-bound 
creatures, beings in an unfinished state” (798). “Twilight” characterizes 
their existence because they do not belong to any of the distinct realms of 
Kafka’s world. “[NJeither members of, nor strangers to, any of the other 
groups of figures, but, rather, messengers busy moving between them. 
Kafka tells us that they resemble Barnabas, who is a messenger. They have 
not yet been completely released from the womb of nature ... It is for 
them and their kind, the unfinished and the hapless, that there is hope” 
(798). 6 Benjamin recalls the scene from The Castle, where the assistants are 
shown to have “settled down on two old skirts [auf zwei alten Frauenrocken\ 

. . . folding their arms and legs, huddling close together . . . [like] one big 
ball [ein grosses Knduel ]” (798-799). Merely a confused tangle of arms and 
legs, the assistants have not yet “outgrown the female womb” and are, 
therefore, “especially close to the womb of nature” (2.3:1212). “They lack 
something in order to be finished,” Benjamin remarks in the notes. Be¬ 
cause of this lack, these figures inhabit a twilight zone, and are in a state 
of murkiness that concerns both their external form and their moral exis¬ 
tence. Yet what is the advantage that these figures have over all the other 
creatures in Kafka’s world? What is it that binds them less, and more 
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tenderly, than all of the other beings for which this “something” has be¬ 
come an oppressive law, if not the very unfinishedness, murkiness and 
mist-boundedness of their nature? For them the lack of distinctness is 
“tenderly” less binding, or subdued. Indeed, for them this lack of clear 
and certain contours is a sign of unfinishedness. Their ambiguity is the 
predicate of an intermediary state, a stage in advance, or in transition to 
possible distinctness. In spite of the fact that they resemble mythic beings, 
this unfinishedness explains why there is hope for them. By contrast, for 
all the other creatures in Kafka’s world, that is, those who are (seemingly) 
finished, lack of distinctness functions as an oppressive and gloomy law to 
which they must submit. The law that rules the finished figures—finished 
because what they lack holds no promise—foils all effort to achieve dis¬ 
tinction, boundaries, and proper outlines. Benjamin describes them as fol¬ 
lows: “None has a firm place in the world, or firm, inalienable outlines. 
There is not one that is not either rising or falling, none that is not trading 
qualities with its enemy or neighbor, none that has not completed its pe¬ 
riod of time and yet is unripe, none that is not deeply exhausted and yet is 
only at the beginning of a long existence. To speak of any order or hierar¬ 
chy is impossible here” (799). As the discussion of the realms of the family 
and the offices in Kafka that follows his retelling of Pushkin’s story dem¬ 
onstrates, Benjamin characterizes here the figures of the upper and the 
lower world between which the assistants and messengers operate as inter¬ 
mediaries. 7 But before I turn to a more detailed analysis of these realms, I 
would like to point out that the way in which the finished figures that 
inhabit realms in which differences, distinctions, and hierarchies are 
blurred are described, suggests that they are formless. The absence of firm 
outlines, however, is, as Benjamin remarks in “Goethe’s Elective Affinit¬ 
ies,” characteristic of mythic figures. 8 If they cannot call any space or time 
their own, mythic figures are subject to relentless displacement and be¬ 
coming without end in sight. The law that reigns over the swapping of 
places and amorphous becoming is the law which enforces the exchange 
of distinctive properties. It is a law that thwarts differentiation, and as a 
result, also the possibility of any order and hierarchy. This is, as Benjamin 
notes in “Goethe’s Elective Affinities,” the case in myth. 9 As I will argue, 
this is also Benjamin’s conclusion as far as Kafka’s world is concerned. The 
law by which it is ruled, and which imposes an exchange upon it that 
hopelessly foils all difference, is the law of myth. 

In order to render this mythical law of exchange more tangible, it is 
necessary to take up Benjamin’s characterization of Kafka’s holders of 
power and their relations with their subordinates. These holders of power 
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(. Macht -, or Gewalthaber ) live in remote and elevated places such as attics 
and castles, that is, locations that, as in the example of the attic with its 
trunks “locked up for years” (8n), are also “places of entirely cast-off 
cloths” (2.3:1202). They themselves, “no matter how highly placed they 
may be . . . are always fallen or falling men” (795). Like cast-off textiles in 
attics, Kafka’s holders of power belong to a time gone by. The law they 
represent is that of a forgotten past. The decrepitude of these unkempt 
and seedy power holders is itself an indication of their original height and 
might. Not only does it suggest the extent to which they have fallen, the 
decay of these vegetating and somnolent figures prompts the thought that 
they themselves may have become oblivious of the law. 10 The law of which 
the holders of power are the incarnation, resists becoming conscious. Its 
representatives are shown in a state of semi-somnolence; they are dozing 
or drowsing. Indeed, could it be that the law they represent and act for is 
a law that makes even its own agents forget it? In any event, as I will argue, 
it is a law that one always transgresses without knowing it. A constitutive 
withdrawnness prevents the identification and definite fixation of this law. 
Hence, the fall of the representatives of the law not only intimates that 
they have become oblivious of it, but that their forgetting is in full con¬ 
formity with this law. 11 Indeed, they incarnate this law mainly by falling 
from their high locations, that is, by going down or foundering, and 
drowning in filth—as Versinkende, that is. They are the agents of this law 
only insofar as this law escapes them, and condemns them to change their 
high place for the lowest possible one. At the same time, these representa¬ 
tives of the law “may abruptly and strikingly appear in the fullness of their 
power” (795). As Benjamin notes, “[we] meet these holders of power in 
constant, slow movement, rising or falling” (795). From their most un¬ 
kempt situation, even the lowest and most deeply fallen ones, can all of a 
sudden regain the fullness of their original might. 

With them fallen, the difference between the superiors and their subor¬ 
dinates no longer obtains (or may even have become reversed since their 
fall is to the lowest possible state). Although Benjamin raises this issue in 
“Potemkin” only in his discussion of the father-son relation in Kafka’s 
short stories, he broaches it with respect to the holders of power and of¬ 
fices in some of the annotations. Benjamin writes: “How deep the Superi¬ 
ors have sunk, that they now stand on the same step as the lowest ones, 
the human beings among them! A secret solidarity of fear reigns here be¬ 
tween the creatures of all the tiers in the order [Stufenordnungen\ of Kafka’s 
hierarchy” (2.3:1197). The following (erased) remark indicates something 
similar: “at times, the bleak task of the superior powers consists also in 
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proving to man that he is guilty. Then, their situation, even though they 
are determined to go to the extreme, is as hopeless as that of the human 
beings who are on the defensive” (2.3:1197). In all these cases, what sepa¬ 
rates the holders of powers from their inferiors becomes blurred. It is true 
that even the most deeply fallen can abruptly regain their terrible power, 
and in the same way, the accused can become the accuser. But the hierar¬ 
chy that is thus reinstituted, presupposes the “secret solidarity of fear . . . 
between the creatures of all the tiers in the order of Kafka’s hierarchy.” 
This solidarity takes the difference out of a hierarchy in which those at 
the top are not truly sovereigns, nor are the subjects truly subordinates. 
The law that dominates Kafka’s world order is one that muddles up the 
distinctions and boundaries without which no true hierarchy is possible, 
by weaving a web of a solidarity of fear between the extremes of its order. 
The law in question is thus not one based on setting limits, or boundaries. 
Rather, it becomes effective by blurring distinctions and hierarchical 
order. The law of Kafka’s world is neither a law anterior to difference 
and hierarchy nor one that would consist in creating a differential and 
hierarchical order. Rather, it is a law that feeds on hierarchy and differ¬ 
ence. To use a term from Benjamin’s essay “Critique of Violence,” the law 
in question is a “bastardization” of both. 12 

What do the holders of power brood about while drowsing ( Woriiber 
ddmmem sie dahhi)} Benjamin asks (2.2:410). They are depressed, stricken 
with a weight so heavy that it makes them sink down and fall into decrepi¬ 
tude. What weighs them down with such force is not only comparable to 
the globe ( Weltkugel) that Atlas supports with his shoulders; it is a burden 
of mythic proportions, namely the charge of having “epochs [Weltaltei] to 
move” as regards “even the most everyday things” (795). In short, some¬ 
thing immemorial, an age of the world distinct from the present one, con¬ 
tinues to lay claim on the present age. As Benjamin’s distinction between 
world ages and historical ages (Zeitaltei) suggests, something as ancient as 
a state of the world prior to the present world—a primeval world ( Vorwelt ) 
belonging to a time before historical time ( Vorzeit )—weighs on Kafka’s 
holders of power to a degree that includes even the “most insignificant 
gestures” (795). As Benjamin remarks in his notes and, in particular, in the 
“Versuch eines Schemas zu Kafka” from 1931 to which I will repeatedly 
return, “Kafka repositions the whole of mankind so that it faces its reverse 
side [ Kafka nimmt die gesamte Menschheit in eine riickwdrtige Ste/lung]” 
(2.3:1192). 13 “Going vastly back in time,” Kafka, Benjamin muses, “got 
ready to bring home again what had been forgotten” (2.3:1238). But what 
is “this forgotten and most forgotten thing [ Vergessene und Vergessefidste]” 
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(2.3:1236)? Clearing away millennia of developments, including the pres¬ 
ent, Kafka is said to reach back to the world in its “natural state [Natur- 
seite ]” (2.3:1192). Benjamin’s interest in Johann Jakob Bachofen’s work, 
Mother Right: An Investigation of the Religions and Juridical Character of Ma¬ 
triarchy in the Ancient World, in which the author argues that the contem¬ 
porary world age of patriarchal-uranian domination has been preceded 
by a gynaecocratic, or matriarchal-tellurian world age is well-established. 
Explicit references to Bachofen are present in “Franz Kafka,” and, more 
abundantly, in his notes about Kafka. But the prehistoric age that forces 
the superiors in Kafka’s world to move ages of the world, is not the age of 
motherly domination. Benjamin claims that these agents are the represen¬ 
tatives of an age that, according to Bachofen, is anterior to the gynaeco¬ 
cratic order, “a state of the world that Bachofen has called the hetaeric 
stage. Kafka’s novels take place in a swamp world \Sumpfwelt ]” (2.3:1192), 
and obey a “swamp logic” (2.3:1236). In “Franz Kafka,” Benjamin writes: 
“Kafka did not consider the age in which he lived as an advance over the 
beginnings of time [Uranfdnge\. His novels are set in a swamp world. In 
his works, the creature appears at the stage which Bachofen has termed 
the hetaeric stage” (808-809). The law, then, which Kafka’s holders of 
power exert even as regards all aspects of everyday life, would be the law 
of this forgotten age of the world—the world according to its nether or 
natural side, which Kafka, moving “the mass of historical happenings the 
way Sisyphus rolled the stone,” brings to light (808). It is, Benjamin re¬ 
marks, “not a pleasant sight, but Kafka is capable of bearing it.” It is not 
a pleasant sight, since the nether side of the world that thus comes to light 
is that of the world in a state of global promiscuity, a state that Bachofen 
qualified as that of “unregulated [regellosen] hetaerism,” “the lowest stage” 
of human existence. 14 But how can the holders of power in Kafka’s world 
be said to be representatives of a prehistoric state of complete lawlessness? 
Does the law originate in lawlessness? Undoubtedly, as a law that under¬ 
mines all true distinction, hierarchy, and order, Kafka’s law can, indeed, 
be said to be the law of lawlessness. Although Bachofen qualifies the het¬ 
aeric world age as lawless, it is a stage in which, to use some of Bachofen’s 
terms, “unregulated sexual relations,” “prostitution,” “swamp procre¬ 
ation,” “swamp cult,” and “wild growth,” are the law. Such a law is obvi¬ 
ously a promiscuous law. It knows no stable delineations, and yet this does 
not mean that it is no law at all. If Benjamin refers to this mythic state as 
“chaos” in the essay on Goethe’s Elective Affifiities, it is precisely because 
this is a state in which all differences have been leveled, and all hierarchies 
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corrupted. Such a state is not simply lawless; it is dominated by what Ben¬ 
jamin terms, in the Goethe essay, “a nameless law.” 15 But, as one can also 
already sense, there is more to this law than just being the law of lawless¬ 
ness. After all, the gloomy and oppressive law of Kafka’s world is a “law.” 
This law that presses on Kafka’s superiors is also, to use a Benjaminean 
notion whose importance will soon become clear, a disfigured and dislo¬ 
cated ( entstelltes ) law, perhaps, even, the disfigured and dislocated Mosaic 
Law. 

Before investigating this disfiguration or dislocation, I emphasize that 
what has been said so far about Kafka’s holders of power only epitomizes 
what obtains in the case of the fathers. Indeed, the holders of power “are 
at their most terrible when they rise from the deepest decay—from the 
fathers” (795). In the capacity of fathers, that is, in the natural function of 
procreators, the holders of power are not only at their lowest; rising from 
this particularly debased state, they are also at their most terrible, striking 
the greatest fear in their subordinates, their offspring. Where the natural 
side of the holders of powers becomes activated, the nether side of the 
world under whose weight the authorities move ages of the world, appears 
in its most dreadful force, and instills the greatest dread. Here, Benjamin’s 
contention that the holders of power move ages of the world in even the 
most ordinary gestures, is fully verified. As he throws off the burden of 
the blanket with which, in “The Judgment,” the son gently covers his 
father, “he also throws off a cosmic burden [ Weltlast ]” (796). Indeed, as 
Benjamin remarks: “He has to set cosmic ages in motion in order to turn 
the age-old father-son relation into a living and consequential thing” 
(796). Throwing off this blanket and standing tall in bed, the father, 
through these most ordinary, everyday acts, performs a superhuman act 
by which the present age of the world is swept away, and his natural, or 
primeval right as procreator is reactivated—the right to also annihilate 
again what he has created. By condemning his son to a bloodless death by 
drowning, he reinstates in the sphere of everyday family life the hidden 
law of the merely natural side of mankind—the law of the swamp world— 
and thus reclaims the right to devour, so to speak, his offspring. 

But what is the son’s guilt to which all fathers, who ignore also all 
difference between the judicial and executive functions of the law—they 
punish, and at the same time accuse—are drawn? For they are drawn to 
this guilt, “just as the court officials are” (796). Benjamin writes: “The sin 
of which they accuse their sons seems to be a kind of original sin. The 
definition of it which Kafka has given applies to the sons more than to 
anyone else: ‘Original sin, the old injustice \Unrecht\ committed by man, 



Light Motives for a Critical Journey 


278 

consists in the complaint unceasingly made by man that he has been the 
victim of an injustice, the victim of original sin.’ But who is accused of this 
inherited sin—the sin of having produced an heir—if not the father by the 
son? Accordingly, the son would be the sinner” (796). The logic of this 
passage is the “swamp logic,” which Benjamin says informs Kafka’s novels. 
Of its abyssal implications, I retain only the following: The sin of which 
the son is found guilty by the father is the sin of having accused the father 
for having committed a sin against him by producing him as an heir. It is 
an inherited sin not simply because this sin is passed on to the heir in the 
line of descent; it is also the sin of the heir himself. It is an original sin in 
that it blurs and inverts the orders of procreator and procreated. Indeed, 
accusing the son of this sin, the father from being the accused, becomes 
the accuser. It is a sin that allows the father to exchange positions with the 
son. Through this sin, father and son thus also appear intimately intercon¬ 
nected, and in solidarity with the fear that pervades all the orders on the 
nether or natural side of the world, that is, its procreational side. The sin 
which permeates this world inhibits all clear differentiation. Even though 
the son is declared the sinner and condemned to drowning—thus indicat¬ 
ing that a bastardized form of hierarchy pervades the primeval world, and 
that decision lives on in a perverted fashion in the law of mythic indiffer¬ 
ence—Benjamin also adds: “A never-ending process is at work here” 
(796). In notes made in the context of his Kafka studies, Benjamin remarks: 
“In the same way as, according to popular belief, human beings after death 
are transformed—into spirits or phantoms—in the same way, human be¬ 
ings in Kafka, after having become guilty, seem to turn into court officers” 
(2.3:1193). 

But let me return to the sin in question. Benjamin holds that the son’s 
claim that an injustice has been made against him by the father, is not 
“sinful because it is false. Nowhere does Kafka say that it is made wrong¬ 
fully \zu Utirecht]” (796). But neither does Benjamin therefore contend 
that the accusation is correct. The old injustice, or rather, the old wrong, 
which pits father against son and son against father, comes with the impos¬ 
sibility of deciding who has been wronged. Both accuser and accused share 
the claim of having been wronged. The law of prehistory is not simply 
one of wrongs. It is a law that not only interconnects all beings in guilt— 
Benjamin speaks elsewhere of the mythic “interconnectedness of guilt 
[Schuldzusammenhang ]’’—it is one that, without distinction, makes every¬ 
one a victim of wrongs. More precisely, it is a law that inhibits the possibil¬ 
ity of discriminating between right and wrong. It is constituted by the 
very impossibility of a clear decision—an impossibility by which this law 
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perpetuates the order of the wrong {Unrechi), thus also excluding the very 
possibility of justice ( Gerechtigkeit ). 

With Kafka’s The Trial in mind, Benjamin contends that the father en¬ 
lists the solidarity of officials and court offices in this process of judging 
and punishing his son. This shows the son’s cause in an even worse light, 
for what makes the law so terrible is not that its representatives are infi¬ 
nitely corruptible—in fact, “their venality is the only hope held out to the 
human spirit facing them” (796)—but that one cannot know the law. “The 
courts, to be sure, have lawbooks at their disposal, but people are not 
allowed to see them. ‘It is characteristic of this legal system,’ conjectures 
K. in Der Prozess [The Trial), ‘that one is sentenced not only in innocence 
but also in ignorance.’ Laws and definite norms remain unwritten in the 
prehistoric world. A man can transgress them without suspecting it and 
then must strive for atonement. But no matter how hard it may hit the 
unsuspecting, the transgression in the sense of the law is not accidental 
but fated, a destiny which appears here in all its ambiguity” (796-797). 
The passage, almost a verbatim quotation from “Critique of Violence,” is 
a first indication of the extent to which this latter study bears on Benja¬ 
min’s understanding of the work and world of Kafka. Even though the 
ambiguity in question characterizes a fate that, rather than by accident, 
befalls the unsuspecting subject intentionally—the law is withheld from its 
victim in order to render it guilty of transgression—it also characterizes 
the law of Kafka’s world itself. At once a law and not a law, its lack of 
inscription or rather, the inaccessibility of the law books, deprives it of 
definiteness. Because it is nameless, ambiguity is an essential feature of the 
mythic law. Indeed, as Benjamin asserts, the proceedings directed against 
K. take “us back, far beyond the time of the giving of the Law on twelve 
tablets [ Zwd/f-Tafel-Gesetzgelmng ], to a prehistoric world, written law being 
one of the first victories scored over this world. In Kafka the written law 
is contained in lawbooks, but these are secret; by basing itself on them, 
the prehistoric world exerts its rule all the more ruthlessly” (797). Accord¬ 
ing to Benjamin, “[l]aws and definite norms remain unwritten in the pre¬ 
historic world.” But from everything I have discussed up to this point, it 
should already be clear that the world of Kafka is not the prehistoric world 
itself. Rather, Kafka’s world is our world, in which the powers of myth 
have become magnified to such a degree as to make it the most terrible 
prehistoric world so far. Even though the proceedings directed against K. 
take readers back to a time far beyond the lex duodecim tabularum, that is, 
the oldest codification of the Roman law, the prehistoric world in question 
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is one in which there are already (secret) law books, that, indeed, contrib¬ 
ute to making Kafka’s world more terrible than the prehistoric world itself. 
Because elements from the time of the giving of the twelve tablets are 
mixed into this prehistoric world, it is a world worse than the primeval 
world itself. Indeed, where the lawless law of the primeval world feeds on 
aspects that constitute the giving of the law, that is, on its codified form, 
its law becomes all the more dreadful. By drawing on what is distinct from 
it, the archaic law of prehistory annuls the difference between itself and 
its other, and thus gains a power more terrible than the one that it pos¬ 
sessed at the outset. 

The mythic law’s recourse to secret law books in order to raise its spec¬ 
ter to new, and even more ruthless heights, reveals something essential 
concerning its nature in Kafka’s world. Even in its original, that is, prime¬ 
val state, this law is primarily law ( Gesetz ) in the sense of the juridical 
law— Recht (not Gerechtigkeit, that is, justice) as opposed to Unrecht or in¬ 
justice. In all its aspects, Kafka’s world is pervaded by the sphere of the 
law in the legal sense. Its main setting is that of legal institutions, above 
all, registries and courts. As Benjamin remarks in a note: “It appears in 
Kafka there is no other room for great figures, better, for the powers of 
history, except in the courts. The legal system appears to have made them 
bound [sich alle pflichtig gemacht zu habenf (2.3:1193). As a consequence, 
“the court is indistinguishable from any ordinary situation” (2.3:1203), 
and any particular situation in Kafka’s world is essentially involved in legal 
issues. At the center of the individual’s activities in this world are those 
of interpreting: “The interpretation of the law, the interpretation of the 
documents, constitutes the whole content of The Trial and The Castle ” 
(2.3:1229). Yet, as is well known, Benjamin considers the law in the legal 
sense of Recht, as the very constitution of the sphere of the mythical. He 
writes: “In the works of Kafka, the law has the character of a mythic for¬ 
mation” (2.3:1215). The law is an institution of primeval and pitiless vio¬ 
lence. And Benjamin suggests: “As far as the daemonic nature of the law 
which Kafka constantly faces is concerned, and which may well be the 
reason for his cautiousness, one should consult the ‘Critique of Violence’ ” 
(2.3:1212). What then is it that this essay establishes? Benjamin holds here, 
that the law in the sense of Recht originates in “violence crowned by fate” 
(242). 16 Whether understood as a means for just ends, or in its non-medi- 
ate function of instituting what is to be the law, the violence in question 
serves either to preserve an order imposed by fate, or, in the case of law¬ 
making violence, to excel qua power-making ( Machtsetzung ) in nothing 
other than mythical violence. Now what is important for what is to follow 
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is that in “Critique of Violence,” Benjamin confronts the law and its laws 
with justice ( Gerechtigkeit ). Legal violence can never decide about the just¬ 
ness of the ends in whose presumed service mediate violence is exercised. 
Whereas fate-imposed violence, according to Benjamin, decides about the 
means, only God can decide about the justice of ends. 17 Yet, law-making 
violence, whose archetypal form is mythical violence, is an immediate 
manifestation of violence intent on establishing power. But, even though 
it is a violence of a different kind, one that is not a means for ends, law¬ 
making violence is still essentially mythic in that its aim is to institute 
power. Distinct from it is God’s pure nonmediate violence. In “Critique 
of Violence,” Benjamin asserts: “Just as in all spheres God opposes myth, 
mythic violence is confronted by the divine. And the latter constitutes its 
antithesis in all respects. If mythic violence is law-making, divine violence 
is law-destroying; if the former sets boundaries, the latter boundlessly de¬ 
stroys them; if mythic violence brings at once guilt and retribution, divine 
power only expiates; if the former threatens, the latter strikes; if the former 
is bloody, the latter is lethal without spilling blood.” 18 Divine violence is, 
as Benjamin emphasizes, violence outside and beyond the law, one that 
breaks the rule of myth, and that, from a historical-philosophical view¬ 
point, inaugurates in the present a new era. And he concludes: “Once 
again all the eternal forms are available to pure divine violence, which 
myth bastardized with law.” 19 Whether this statement is meant to say that 
myth has debased the eternal forms by crossing them with the law, or that 
the law as such is an illegitimate child of divine violence, it follows from 
this that the law is unmistakably a bastard variant of the eternal forms 
of pure divine violence. Indeed, as I have argued, mediate legal violence 
supposedly takes place in the name of just ends, and in its law-making 
function, violence usurps divine nonmediate violence to establish mythical 
power. In all respects, the law that pervades the sphere of myth, or rather, 
the law in general—since, according to Benjamin, the law is a mythic insti¬ 
tution—is a distorted image of divine violence and justice. “Potemkin” 
confirms this distortion in many respects, but above all, by the fact that 
the law strikes its victim without the latter’s knowledge. Its constitutive 
namelessness, secrecy, and inaccessibility are but distortions of the Mosaic 
Law’s injunction not to make any images (of it). 20 

It is not the law in the legal sense of Recht which in Kafka is pitted 
against the world of myth. Only “justice . . . serves as the point of depar¬ 
ture for his critique of myth” (815). In fact, Kafka’s legal world is charac¬ 
terized by complete lawlessness. As previously discussed, in this world 
Recht and Unrecht blend without any way of distinguishing between them. 
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Benjamin also emphasizes that, in Kafka, the law and its officers are thor¬ 
oughly corrupt. Benjamin wonders: “The lawlessness—does it come from 
that, that the unbending quality of the law blinds the guardian of the law 
itself?” (2.3:1200) He writes: “In the works of Kafka, the law has the char¬ 
acter of a mythic formation. But Kafka adds a corrective to the merciless 
violence of the law. This legal world is corrupt at its innermost core. And 
perhaps this corruption is the symbol of mercy” (2.3:1215). 21 This general 
corruption of the law is not only further evidence of its distorted relation 
to the divine justice; it is also a first hint at the possibility that there may 
be an escape from the world of myth. 

At this juncture, it becomes necessary to take on, based on the annota¬ 
tions to the Kafka essay, the historical-philosophical conception that un¬ 
dergirds Benjamin’s interpretation of Kafka. Benjamin asserts that Kafka 
“revises history”(2.3:1205), and takes humanity back to the swamp age. 
What is the relation between this prehistoric age and the present one? 
Theodor W. Adorno, in a letter of November 6, 1934, accuses Benjamin 
not only of not yet having “conceptualized the relation between prehistory 
and modernity” but also for interpreting “Kafka’s prehistory in an essen¬ 
tially archaic, that is, not thoroughly dialecticized way” (2.3:1175). 
Whether this judgment does justice to Benjamin is questionable consider¬ 
ing the complexity of the relationship between prehistory and the present. 
Indeed, by clearing away millenaries of developments, the regress that 
Kafka undertakes in the direction of the swamp world, serves not simply 
to do away with the present but to show it in the light of prehistory. Benja¬ 
min remarks: “Kafka’s novels play in a swamp world. But, then, this world 
is also our world: because we have not overcome it, but only repressed 
and forgotten it” (2.3:1236). To Scholem, he confides that “prehistory [is] 
Kafka’s secret present” (2.3:1165). According to Benjamin, “Kafka did not 
consider the age in which he lived as an advance over the beginnings of 
time” (808). While referring in “Franz Kafka” to the author’s posthumous 
collection of notes, he remarks that “these give some clue to the prehis¬ 
toric forces that dominated Kafka’s creativeness—forces which, to be sure, 
may justifiably be regarded as belonging to our world as well” (807). An¬ 
other note reads as follows: “In this phase of capitalism, certain elementary 
relations from Bachofen’s swamp time become reactualized” (2.3:1201). 
As a result, “any occurrence in Kafka is Janus-like, wholly immemorial, 
ahistorical, but then again, of the latest journalistic actuality” (2.3:1198). 
If Benjamin claims that “what is important for [Kafka], is to entirely elimi¬ 
nate the present” (2.3:1205), it is in order to argue that prehistory extends 
into the present to such a degree that it becomes indistinguishable from 
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it. More precisely, prehistory has achieved a power in the present that 
makes it more ruthless than ever because it now draws on achievements 
by which the power of the mythic law was to be curtailed, and overcome, 
such as the inscription and codification of the law. In any event, the act of 
pushing the present back to the past, makes the present indistinguishable 
from the past. Kafka, Benjamin writes, “knows only the past and the fu¬ 
ture—the past as the humanity’s swamp-way of being in total promiscuity 
with all beings, as guilt, the future as punishment, rather, atonement: from 
the perspective of guilt, the future appears as punishment; from the per¬ 
spective of redemption, the past presents itself as the doctrine, as wisdom” 
(2.3:1205). What can this rather cryptic statement, particularly the link 
made between the swamp existence of humanity and the doctrine, or wis¬ 
dom, possibly mean? It would seem that by conflating the present with the 
past all transcendence is eliminated from the present. The fact that besides 
the past he acknowledges a future does in no way put this lack of transcen¬ 
dence into question since this version of the future amounts to nothing 
more than the punishment for past (and present) sins. Still, Benjamin’s 
claim that “from the perspective of redemption, the past presents itself as 
the doctrine, as wisdom,” may well be an indication that this presentation 
of the past is in Kafka’s world of seemingly total immanence, a relic of 
transcendence—the sole remainder of transcendence that could suit such 
a world. 

In hope of shedding some light on this difficult passage, I return to the 
equally intriguing reflections from “Versuch eines Schemas zu Kafka.” 
These reflections are testimony to the importance of Bachofen’s thesis of a 
hetaeric swamp world for Benjamin’s interpretation of the German-Jewish 
author. Even though conceived earlier, these reflections resonate with a 
passage from Ernst Bloch of which one finds an excerpt in Benjamin’s 
notes (2.3:1250) with which I wish to preface the subsequent remarks. 
Indeed, in Erbschaft dieser Zeit, published in 1935, Bloch refers to the 
“quiet and grand phenomenon of Kafka,” and points out that “there, a 
lost world, or one that was beyond the life of the present world [lusher 
jenseitige am Leben in dieser ], found an uncanny return: a lost world which 
reflects ancient prohibitions, laws, and demons of order in the groundwa¬ 
ter of pre-Israelite sins and dreams, when they resurge again in the process 
of decadence \im Zetfall\. An otherworldly world until now.” 22 What 
Bloch suggests is that the uncanny return of the lost world, one which 
Benjamin equates with Bachofen’s hetaeric world age, resurfaces in an un¬ 
canny way in the writings of Kafka at the moment Judaism finds itself in 
dissolution, or decay. At that moment, pre-Israelite laws and sins find their 
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way back into present life. 23 Following the statement that Kafka’s novels 
play in the hetaeric swamp world, Benjamin, for his part, writes in 1931 in 
“Versuch eines Schema zu Kafka”: “It is this world, and not our world 
which Kafka confronts in his books with the lawful world of the Jews” 
(2.3:1192). “Entirely eliminating the present, our most customary sur¬ 
rounding world,” Judaism, in Kafka’s works, is shown to face “the hetaeric 
natural existence of mankind,” and to confront it with punishment. In¬ 
deed, as Benjamin remarks, “it is as if Kafka wanted to demonstrate experi¬ 
mentally the much greater suitability of the Torah to a prehistoric stage 
of mankind even though the latter is missing in it. Yet, this prehistoric age 
is not altogether missing from the Torah. The purification and dietary 
laws relate to a primeval world of which only the defense mechanisms 
against it are conserved. In other words, only the Halachah still contains 
traces of this way of existence of mankind that is long past” (2.3:1192). 
For Kafka, then, God’s Law, as it has been revealed to Moses, responds 
primarily to a past long gone and would be entirely determined by it. 
What is the rationale for this argument if not the contention that the ten 
commandments inscribed on the tablets that Moses brought to his people 
from Mount Sinai are in fact an instituted penal code, in other words, laws 
in a legal sense intent on holding the hetaeric world in check? Rather than 
the Law, the 613 laws of the Torah would thus not only be fundamentally 
tied up with the lost world of promiscuity but as a code of laws it also 
would not be essentially different from the instituted laws of the mythical 
legal order. The mythic law is nothing but the distorted presentation of 
God’s Law. But, Benjamin continues, although “Kafka’s books contain the 
missing Haggadah of this Halachah,” they also contain a text that is 
future-oriented, a prophetic text, since in it Judaism faces the hetaeric 
natural existence of mankind with punishment. “The prophet views the 
future from the perspective of punishment. For him, what is to come is not 
to be attributed to an effect of a recently past cause but to a punishment for 
a guilt that is, eventually, long past. . . This prophecy regarding the most 
immediate future is for Kafka more important than the Jewish theologu- 
mena which are the only things that critics wanted to find in his work. 
Punishment is more important than the punisher. Prophecy is more im¬ 
portant than God. The present, the surrounding world to which we are 
most accustomed, is thus entirely eliminated for Kafka. In reality, his 
whole interest is directed upon the new—the punishment—in whose light, 
however, guilt becomes already the first step toward redemption” 
(2.3:1192). It is important to note the thoroughly de-theologized notion 
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of Judaism which Benjamin brings to his interpretation of Kafka. Repeat¬ 
edly, he observes that “in Kafka’s writings the word ‘God’ does not ap¬ 
pear” (2.3:1214). Kafka “never speaks of God. Even redemption does not 
know anything of him” (2.3:1269). Benjamin also explains that “each one 
of his works is a victory of shame over the theological mode of question¬ 
ing” (2.3:1213), and writes that “theology is indecent” (2.3: 1232). In 
other words, by construing Judaism—or more precisely, a Judaism purged 
of all theologumena, and, seemingly, restricted to religious laws and pre¬ 
scriptions (hence limited to the ritual practices or rites of the Halachah)— 
from its opposition to the past hetaeric and promiscuous world, Judaism 
and its laws become wholly linked up with the past. This form of Judaism 
is not of the order of the present which has been completely eliminated, 
but rather of the primeval past itself. At this point, one may want to recall a 
statement that Benjamin makes in the context of his response to Scholem’s 
reservations about his disregard for the law in Kafka’s work. Recalling his 
contention in the essay that shame is Kafka’s strongest gesture (808)— 
shame felt for the present world in light of the discovery of its nether 
side—he argues that “the primeval world [which is] Kafka’s secret present, 
is the historical-philosophical index” which gives this reaction of shame 
an impersonal, that is, universal sweep (2.3:1165). He explains: “Indeed, if 
we follow Kafka’s presentation, the work of the Torah has been thwarted.” 
In the notes made for the letter in question he adds: “And everything that 
Moses once accomplished, would have to be made up for in our epoch of 
the world” (2.3:1246). Undoubtedly, Benjamin thinks here of the assimi¬ 
lated Jews of Kafka’s generation who were alienated from their own tradi¬ 
tions, and the decline of Judaism that this implied. However, Benjamin 
seems to hint also at a more radical decline, which concerns “the work of 
the Torah,” that is, of the Mosaic Law itself. For Kafka, Benjamin seems 
to hold, the Law as it was revealed to Moses has been compromised. Even 
though Benjamin only claims that “the work” of the Torah has been 
foiled, and that everything Moses “accomplished” needs to be done all 
over again, one cannot but wonder whether the Law itself has not been 
distorted, perhaps, in the very process of being revealed. To Scholem’s 
accusation that he had neglected the question of revelation with respect to 
Kafka’s work, Benjamin responds: “That I do not ignore the aspect of 
revelation for Kafka’s work follows already from the fact that I recognize 
its messianic aspect when I declare revelation to be “distorted [entstellt]” 
(2.3:1166). Now, what else can Benjamin mean here except to say that it 
is the very codification of God’s Law into Ten Commandments which 
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applies to the hetaeric world that has distorted the Law? By being insti¬ 
tuted as a penal code for the mythic world, the work of the Torah has been 
thwarted. Yet it is in the sense of a penal code that the Law is, indeed, 
present in, or rather, absent from Kafka’s world. In any event, since the 
revelation of the Law has thus been dislocated and distorted, it is prepos¬ 
terous—indecent, as Benjamin suggests—to call on it as a given. Any sug¬ 
gestion to the contrary, including the possibility of identifying the Law, 
“calls up all of Kafka’s powers of defense, that is, of shame” (2.3:1268). 
This is also the context in which Benjamin’s admission to Scholem—that 
he holds Kafka’s continuous insistence on the Law to be the blind spot of 
his work and nothing less than mystery mongering—is to be situated. 
Rather than playing a positive and central role in Kafka, the thought that 
the Law has been distorted suggests that it is present in Kafka’s world 
exclusively in the shape of the oppressive legal system of families and 
courts. At the same time, the Law’s distortion points to the necessity for a 
messianic renewal of the revelation of the Law. In spite of contemporary 
Judaism’s entanglement with the swamp world, the Law stands in for a 
future to come, but a future whose only feature is punishment for the 
hetaeric sins of mankind. Given, however, that from the perspective of 
punishment, the incurred guilt appears in the light of redemption, indeed, 
as its first step, the swamp world of the past shines in a new, more tender 
light: “from the perspective of redemption, the past presents itself as doc¬ 
trine, as wisdom.” 24 How then is the reader to understand this surprising 
assertion that the past, that is, the primeval hetaeric world, can present 
itself as the doctrine, which Benjamin does not, in the way Scholem does, 
identify with the Law? 

In his attempt to ward off any facile theological interpretation of Kaf¬ 
ka’s writings, Benjamin systematically explores in “Franz Kafka” what he 
holds to be the latter’s ancestors. Both Jewish and German folk traditions 
are listed among his predecessors, and so are Greek mythology and 
thought, as well as Chinese culture, and, especially, wisdom (largely based 
on Benjamin’s reading of Franz Rosenzweig’s Star ofRedeviptmi). Taoism, 
in particular, appears to be significant in the context of retracing Kafka’s 
ancestors, since Benjamin construes the Taoist notion of the nothing— 
which he defines as “that nothing which alone makes it possible for a 
something to be useful” (813)—in an explicit mirror relation to the Torah. 
One note, for example, reads as follows: “Kafka’s work: the field of forces 
between Torah and Tao” (2.3:1212). Apart from a remark where Tao is 
linked to action [Tat\ (2.3:1243), the following reflection about Scholem’s 
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notion of “the nothing of revelation” (the only mode, according to Scho- 
lem, in which revelation manifests itself in a world that rejects it) is of 
particular interest here: “I have attempted to show, how Kafka has tried 
to make out by touch, redemption on the reverse side of this ‘nothing,’ 
in its lining, if I may say so” (2.3:1163). The nothing is not opposed to 
redemption; nor are redemption and the nothing mutually exclusive. 
Rather, the nothing is the distorting mirror from which redemption can 
be gleaned. Like a picture puzzle, the nothing, through a slight shift in 
one’s vantage point, or simply through prolonged and patient observation, 
suddenly turns into the image of redemption. It is in this “dialectical” 
sense that Benjamin’s claim that “from the perspective of redemption, the 
past presents itself as doctrine, as wisdom” must be understood. 

In an effort to further clarify this paradoxical relation between the 
hetaeric world and redemption, I take up the Benjaminian category of 
Entstellung, distortion or dislocation. But first, I recall Benjamin’s charac¬ 
terization of the primeval world as a lost world. The prehistoric world is 
“[w]hat has been forgotten” (809). It is the forgotten, par excellence, since 
“ [ejverything forgotten mingles with what has been forgotten of the pre¬ 
historic world” (809-810). “The power of the swamp world resides in its 
having been forgotten [Ihre Macht liegt in der Vergessetiheit]” (2.3:1213), 
Benjamin claims. In “Franz Kafka,” the swamp world is said to be present 
or to extend into the present, “by virtue of this very oblivion” (809). The 
ambiguity of this forgottenness/forgetfulness of the prehistoric world is 
evident. Is the power of the swamp world the result of our forgetfulness 
or because it has forgotten us? Benjamin writes: “Dialectic of forgetting. 
Are we the ones who have forgotten? Or rather, are we not those who 
have been forgotten? Kafka never settles this question” (2.3:1219). The 
power of the prehistoric world derives first and foremost from the fact 
that it takes possession of everything that is forgotten in our world, giving 
birth to “ambiguous combinations” such as the monsters in Kafka’s world 
(2.3:1240). Under its power, all objects in the world enter a state of obliv¬ 
ion. In the notes, Benjamin asks: “What does the world look like in the 
state of oblivion? . . . The world in the state of oblivion is distorted [ent- 
stellt ]” (2.3:1239). In “Franz Kafka,” one reads: “Odradek is the form which 
things assume in oblivion. They are distorted” (811). They are distorted 
because of “the tempest that blows from forgetting” (814). This wind 
which distorts all things and human beings in the world is the wind favor¬ 
able to the bucket rider which blows from “ ‘the nethermost regions of 
death’ . . . the same wind which so often blows from the prehistoric world 
in Kafka’s works, and which also propels the boat of the hunter Gracchus” 
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(815). It could be said that under the gusts of this wind, the revealed Law 
has shattered. It is broken into the many laws that characterize the legal 
world Kafka depicts, and which, as I have discussed, are the same as the 
nameless laws of myth. As I have already pointed out, the category of 
distortion concerns the revelation of the Law itself. What distorts every¬ 
thing in the world, the forgotten, is the prehistoric world under whose 
gusts things and human beings come to stand askew. But Benjamin claims 
as well that “forgetting always involves the best, for it involves the possi¬ 
bility of redemption” (813). 25 What follows from this is that the prehis¬ 
toric world, the world in which ambiguous laws pervade all aspects of life, 
apart from distorting the Law, is also the presentation, ex negative), of the 
best—the world of the revelation of the one Law. In its lining, redemption 
can be touched. Although worlds apart, the world of myth is the nether 
side of the world of revelation. Very little—but this very little is every¬ 
thing—is required to make one side veer into the other. It takes only a 
slight adjustment [ Zurechtstellung or Zurechtriickung r] to undo the distor¬ 
tion [ Entstellung ] by myth. In “Franz Kafka,” Benjamin recalls that, ac¬ 
cording to a Jewish belief, “the Messiah . . . will not wish to change the 
world by force but will merely make a slight [Geringes] adjustment in it” 
(811). In a note that refers to this tradition, he clearly underlines “the 
double function of distortion” in Kafka’s presentation, at once a distortion 
and an adjustment of the latter (2.3:1200). This possibility of a slight [ ein 
klein wenig] adjustment, by way of a dislocation, or displacement, of distor¬ 
tion itself—a displacement of axis [Axenverschiebung], in fact, a term which 
Benjamin seems to have borrowed from Felix Bertaux (2.3:1200-1)—in 
order to turn the distorted world into a redeemed world, is the remainder 
of transcendence fit for a world of total immanence. Perhaps this latter 
sense of distortion as adjustment sheds some light on the following entry 
from 1931 in Benjamin’s journal, in which he addresses Bertold Brecht’s 
comparison of Schweyk with the figure of K.: “Schweyk . . . has learned 
that the state of affairs is characterized by such lawlessness that he no 
longer faces it in the expectation that it be lawful. By contrast, Kafka en¬ 
counters [stosst auf\ already everywhere the law; yes, one can say that he 
bangs his forehead bloody against it [die Stirn an ihm blutig stosst] . . . but 
this is nowhere anymore the law of the world of things in which he lives, 
it is no longer a law of a world of things to begin with. It is the law of a new 
order in which all things in which it takes shape stand askew [ windschief ]; a 
law that distorts or dislocates all things and all human beings in which it 
comes into an appearance” (2.3:1205). The reference here to “the law of 
a new order” can hardly refer to the one of the swamp world, nor can the 
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wind which makes the things of this new order stand askew be the same as 
the one that blows from the netherworld. As the above entry in Benjamin’s 
journal suggests, its reflections are the fruit of Benjamin’s discussions with 
Brecht, who regarded Kafka as a prophetic writer. According to Brecht, 
Kafka anticipated “enormous displacements in all relations” but was un¬ 
able to become part of these “new orders” which are “determined by dia¬ 
lectical laws which the existence of the masses imposes on themselves and 
all individuals” (2.3:1203-4). For his part, Benjamin remarks: “Kafka, it 
seems to me, is so dominated [by the arrival of these new laws] that he is 
unable to represent any event in an undistorted way as we understand 
it. Differently put, everything that he describes, makes statements about 
something other than itself” (2.3:1204). It is important to note that ac¬ 
cording to Benjamin, this “new constitution of humanity, the new ear for 
the new laws and the new eye for the new relations” are prepared “in the 
bottoms and on the lowest levels of creation, that is, with the rats, the dung 
beetles, and moles” (2.3:1196), in short, with those who are “ignorant of 
the law” (2.3:1204). Indeed, where the creature has sunk to its lowest, 
where it is a failure in all respects and entirely ignorant of the law, there 
the slight shift may take place that, paradoxically, allows for the encounter 
with the law of a new order. This new order, then, may be the order of a 
redeemed world. However, whether in this new order the Law has been 
newly revealed remains questionable. 

As I have argued, only a slight adjustment is needed to correct the dis¬ 
tortion of all things in the world. But, conversely, distortion consists in 
nothing more than a displacement of the world’s axis. Consequently, “the 
distortion will cancel itself once it has successfully extended into redemp¬ 
tion itself.” With the concluding chapter of Amerika, “The Nature The¬ 
atre of Oklahoma” in mind, the self-canceling distortion is shown to take 
place when redemption becomes play (2.3:1201). This then is also the mo¬ 
ment to return again to “Potemkin” where Benjamin not only inquires 
into another of Kafka’s ancestors—his Greek ancestors—but also discerns 
an additional feature by which myth in our world has become more terri¬ 
ble than ever, namely, its appropriation of the promise of redemption. 
Indeed, having established the oppressive and gloomy nature of the law 
that reigns over Kafka’s world, a world lacking all order and definite hier¬ 
archies, Benjamin notes that “the world of myth, which comes to mind in 
this context, is incomparably younger than Kafka’s world, which has been 
promised redemption from myth [der schon der Mythos die Erlosung versp- 
rochen hat]” (799). What distinguishes Kafka’s world—in which the prime¬ 
val world towers up—from the latter, properly speaking, is not only that 
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it is even more terrible because it puts the written law to its use—and 
which, in line with what I have established so far, includes both the law of 
the ten and the twelve tablets—but also that it is a world to which myth 
itself has already promised redemption, in other words, deliverance from 
itself. This promise of redemption in Kafka’s mythic world is the ultimate 
mythic category at the service of the perpetuation of myth. But by bastard¬ 
izing this theological category par excellence, a category distinct from the 
mythic categories and the Jewish category of punishment, myth also ap¬ 
proaches the point where, like those picture puzzles whose images become 
inverted as a result of prolonged observation, it cancels itself out, and an¬ 
nounces a possibly redeemed world. Next I will discuss how, and in what 
terms, this turn takes place in “Potemkin.” 

This promise, the mythic promise of a redemption from myth, is the 
most terrible of all mythic seductions. Just as the barmaid who, in The 
Castle, lures K. into insane enchantments (unsinnige Verlockungen), so does 
this mythic promise of redemption represent the most powerful, if not 
irresistible, temptation, one that makes the grip that myth and its ambig¬ 
uous laws have on mankind all the more dreadful. Just as the insane en¬ 
chantments that K. experiences in the embrace with the barmaid prevent 
him from doing something other than “going on and losing [himself] 
even further” (797), so the mythic promise of redemption only deepens 
the wandering and erring of the subject that it tempts. But, as Benjamin 
argues, “if we can be sure of one thing it is this: Kafka did not succumb 
to its temptation” (799). Apart from the assistants in the intermediate 
world for whom there may be hope in Kafka’s hopeless world, Kafka’s 
resistance to the ultimate temptation of the mythic order gestures toward 
a possible, though complex, way of holding the powers of myth in check. 
Indeed, this is, toward the end of “Potemkin,” the point at which Benja¬ 
min proceeds to compare Kafka to the figure of Ulysses as he is depicted 
in Kafka’s short story, “The Silence of the Sirens.” Kafka, in the same 
way as Ulysses, is said to have let this ultimate mythic temptation “pass 
‘before his gaze, which was fixed on the distance; the Sirens disappeared, 
as it were, before his determination [ Entschlossenheit ], and at the very mo¬ 
ment when he was closest to them he was no longer aware of them’ ” 
(799; translation modified). In a note from 1935 intended for the planned 
revision of the “Franz Kafka” essay, not only is the Greek’s critical de¬ 
bate with myth highlighted, but Ulysses, more than any tragic hero, is 
said to have been “Kafka’s teacher.” Benjamin writes: “As the story of 
the Sirens demonstrates . . . Ulysses, the divine sufferer of epic, is pre¬ 
cisely more so than suffering is concerned, a model in preventing the 
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tragic” (2.3:1263). In the context of “Potemkin,” the Greek figure of 
Ulysses is the one who overturns the mythic order of the law, precisely at 
that climax of its oppression where it draws on the promise of redemption 
to consolidate its power. “Among Kafka’s ancestors in the ancient world, 
the Jews and the Chinese . . . this Greek one should not be forgotten” 
(799). He is, in fact, another, a latter-day Ulysses (ein anderer Odysseus). 
Like Ulysses, Kafka disentangles himself from the most terrible tempta¬ 
tion of myth—the mythic promise of redemption—through sheer reso¬ 
luteness, fixing his gaze on the distance, and thus bringing a difference to 
bear on the immediacy and oppressive proximity that everything has to 
everything else in the mythic world. This resoluteness cuts through the 
bonds of the Sirens’ temptation. But this resoluteness in the treatment of 
the lure of myth is also, as I will argue, made possible by the Greek hero’s 
reliance on reason, that is, precisely, on what makes him a Greek. Indeed, 
by virtue of this recourse to reason, Ulysses, in Kafka, represents the 
Greek model of breaking with myth. According to “Potemkin,” the privi¬ 
leged role of Ulysses derives from the fact that he “after all, stands at the 
dividing line between myth and fairy tale. Reason and cunning have in¬ 
serted tricks [Finten] into myths; their forces cease to be invincible. Fairy 
tales are the traditional stories about victory over these forces” (799). In 
the notes, Benjamin is even more elaborate: “In the face of myth, the 
naive guilt- and sinless creature, through the figure of the far-traveled and 
shrewd Ulysses who is never at a loss, reasserts again its right [Anrecht] to 
reality. This is a right that is chartered by the fairy tale, and which is more 
original than the mythic ‘legal order,’ even though its literary testimony 
may be more recent” (2.3:1263). Ulysses, consequently, is no longer a 
mythic figure. With his gaze on the distance, he breaks with the immedi¬ 
acy of myth, and stands on the threshold of another age of the world. It is 
reason and cunning —logos and metis —Greek empowerments, if any, that 
permit Ulysses to undercut the tyranny of myth. But by inserting tricks in 
the name of reason into the overpowering presence of the mythic legal 
order, Ulysses is also said to reclaim “the naive guilt- and sinless crea¬ 
ture’s” entitlement to reality. This association of Ulysses with “the naive 
guilt- and sinless creature,” in short, with the prelapsarian state of man, is 
highly significant. Reason and cunning make up the reality of “the guilt- 
and sinless creature.” It is precisely at the acme of myth’s power over the 
human creature, that is, at the moment that it promises redemption, that 
reason and cunning—Greek empowerments, par excellence—cut through 
the mythic legal web, and reassert the innocent creature’s right to reality. 
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At this point, a brief return to Benjamin’s depiction of Kafka’s holders 
of power in “Potemkin” may be appropriate. Both fathers and officials are 
described as terrible and “enormous parasites. This, of course, refers not 
to the economic context, but to the forces of reason and humanity from 
which this clan make a living. In the same way, the fathers in Kafka’s 
strange families batten on their sons, lying on top of them like giant para¬ 
sites” (796). Both fathers and officials, that is to say, the functionaries of 
the mythic legal system of Kafka’s world, live off of the life of their subor¬ 
dinates. They feed and prey upon what, in the context of Kafka’s Greek 
ancestors, can only be Greek empowerments, namely, the forces of reason 
and humanity. In other words, the law of the mythic world, or of prehis¬ 
tory, achieves its dreadful presence only by battening on forces that consti¬ 
tute its nonmythic other. Without the presence of reason and humanity, 
from which the holders of power draw their lifeblood, the mythic order 
could not survive. It is thus possible to hold that the law of prehistory is 
also the bastardized, or rather dislocated result of a mythic appropriation 
of the forces of logos by myth. Consequently, the redemption from myth 
that myth itself promises, and that Ulysses foils with his ruses and tricks, 
could as well be understood to refer to an entirely rational liberation from 
myth, from which the viewpoint of redemption may be understood to be 
a merely secularized realization of redemption. However, as Benjamin 
continues, the fathers, “not only prey upon their strength, but gnaw away 
at the sons’ right to exist” (796). Yet, if this right is understood as the 
entitlement to exist as a “naive guilt- and sinless creature,” then a more 
originary right is invoked here. If, according to Benjamin, Kafka confronts 
the Jewish world of the Law with the prehistoric world of myth, and that 
the Torah is essentially an answer to mankind in the swamp world—the 
state of the fall of man—Kafka’s Ulysses stands in for the human creature 
in the prelapsarian condition. By inserting tricks into myth, Ulysses re¬ 
veals, as it were, a world of reason, a world in which reason is the law, but 
which, to the extent that it is also, paradoxically, the world of innocence, 
is also a world in which the Law may have been revealed again—a Law 
anterior to the Torah, or succeeding the annihilation of the work of the 
Torah and everything Moses accomplished. Not only the law of reason, 
but this prelapsarian Law as well, is part and parcel of “the cloudy spot.” 
However, of this prelapsarian Law, nothing further is said in Kafka. 

At the threshold that separates myth from fairy tale, Ulysses reasserts 
the right to reality of “the naive guilt- and sinless creature.” Not unlike 
the novella about “The Wayward Young Neighbours” in Goethe’s Elective 
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Affinities, the story of Ulysses and the Sirens breaks with myth, and, there¬ 
fore, this story is likened to (but is not identified with) what happens in 
fairy tales. In Benjamin’s notes, Kafka is frequently characterized as a sto¬ 
ryteller, and the form of his novels is called the “decomposition product 
of storytelling” (2.3:1256). Benjamin avers: “The fairy tale is the handed 
down record of the victory over [the forces of myth], and fairy tales for 
dialecticians are what Kafka wrote when he went to work on legends. He 
inserted little tricks into them; then he used them as proof ‘that inade¬ 
quate, even childish measures may also serve as a means of rescue’ ” (799; 
translation modified). As retold by Kafka, the story of Ulysses is a fairy 
tale, a nonmythic form of breaking with myth at the moment it promises 
deliverance from itself, more precisely, it is a nonmythic form of redemp¬ 
tion from myth. Reason and cunning are the means by which the invinci¬ 
ble powers of myth are overcome, and the illusion of its promise is 
dispelled. The childish measures that Ulysses takes to overcome the sem¬ 
blance characteristic of myth—his feints and tricks—are forms of sem¬ 
blance as well. They are the means by which the order of myth at the 
hands of reason is undone by its own mythic means. This, consequently, 
is the specifically Greek way of asserting the right of “the naive guilt- and 
sin-less creature” against the mythic legal order. 

It is with this reference to inadequate, and even childish measures that 
Kafka, as Benjamin recalls, “begins his story ‘Das Schweigen der Sirenen’ 
[The Silence of the Sirens]. For Kafka’s Sirens are silent they have ‘an 
even more terrible weapon than their song . . . their silence.’ This they 
used on Ulysses” (799). But why is the Sirens’ silence so much more terri¬ 
fying a weapon than their song? Given the context—Benjamin’s discussion 
of a mythic redemption from myth—the Sirens’ silence is the more terri¬ 
ble weapon because it suggests that their deadly song is no longer to be 
feared. But Ulysses does not fall for the fatal seduction of the sea song¬ 
stresses who refrain from their charm in order to better lead sailors to 
certain death. “[He], so Kafka tells us, ‘was so full of guile, was such a fox, 
that not even the goddess of fate could pierce his armor. Perhaps he had 
really noticed (although here human understanding is out of its depth) 
that the Sirens were silent, and he opposed the’ transmitted ‘pretense 
[i Scheinvorgang ] to them and the gods merely as a sort of shield’ ” (799; 
translation modified). Ulysses wards off the deadlier threat of the Sirens 
by opposing to their silence the transmitted fictitious or simulated as¬ 
sumption that they lure sailors by their song as a protective shield. If Ulys¬ 
ses had truly realized that the Sirens were silent, he overcomes their 
terrifying attraction by using one semblance—Circe’s advice to block up 
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his ears with wax—to undo another, more terrible one, the threat to en¬ 
snare their victims with the illusion of a promise of redemption. As is well 
known, muteness, the inability to speak, is a feature of myth. If Kafka’s 
Sirens refrain from singing and become silent, these mythical figures re¬ 
veal their true mythic nature. But if they are silent in Kafka, it is also, as 
Benjamin remarks, because for Kafka, music and singing are “a token of 
hope which comes to us from that intermediate world—at once unfinished 
and everyday, comforting and silly—in which assistants are at home” 
(799). 26 Music and singing resound from the intermediate world of those 
who do not belong to the hetaeric world—those for whom alone there is, 
perhaps, hope in Kafka’s world. Indeed, “Kafka is like the lad who set out 
to learn what fear was.” Once “[h]e has got into Potemkin’s palace and 
finally, in the depths of its cellar,” it is not the Law he discovers, and 
which could be upheld against the bastardized laws of the mythic legal 
world, but only Josephine, a singing mouse. In this mouse’s whistling, an 
unfinishedness is heard, a kind of mixture as well, entirely different from 
mythic confusion and indifference: “Something of our poor, brief child¬ 
hood is in it, something of lost happiness which can never be found again, 
but also something of active present-day life, of its small gaieties, unac¬ 
countable and yet real and unquenchable” (799). Its overall gaiety, one 
that does not let itself be deadened, is so intense that it transcends the 
misery of the given, and suggests a gaze into the distance. Josephine’s sing¬ 
ing, all by itself, is the index of hope, and the possibility of redemption. 
To promise more would be indecent, just like the promises theology 
makes. Even though, according to Benjamin, Kafka insists on the Law, 
nothing is made out of it; as regards the doctrine itself, it is, as he remarks, 
nowhere made explicit as such (2.3:1204). 

For Benjamin, as I have argued, the concept of the law, that is, most 
likely, of the law, or the Law, cannot serve to decipher Kafka’s work. The 
“cloudy spot” in Kafka’s writings not only lacks clarity because nothing 
determined about the law can be discerned in it but also because this law 
is just one of a swarm of laws collected and kept from definitely forming. 
The sheer multitude of these laws alone which are packed into the spot in 
question contributes to its indistinct nature. Apart from God’s Law and 
the Mosaic Law, this spot holds in full suspension the law of prehistory, 
the nameless mythical law, the Roman Law, the law of reason, the right 
of “the naive guilt- and sinless creature” to reality, the so-called new laws, 
and, perhaps, as the presence of Barnabas in the intermediate world sug¬ 
gests, a reference to the Pauline conception of a cancellation of the Law. 
Some of these laws are sham laws, some are nameless, or even lawless. 
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Adding to the confusion is the fact that all these laws refer to something 
other than themselves. They are not only revealed, publicly codified in 
writing, withheld from view, absent or present, binding oppressively some, 
and to a lesser degree, others. But these laws also share relations to each 
other. Indeed, the nontransparency of the “cloudy spot” is linked in a 
fundamental manner to the way these various laws are interconnected. 
They mirror each other; they have a nether side; one law can be touched 
in the lining of another; they blend, and are parasitic upon one another. 
God’s Law, the law against making images, is codified by the Ten Com¬ 
mandments, and graven in stone. The mythic law, or more generally, the 
law in a legal sense, is a distortion or bastardization of the Divine Law. A 
slight adjustment of the mythic distortion is found sufficient to make the 
mythic law veer into the Divine Law. By “studying” the modes in which 
the Law as an injunction not to present, and above all, not to present 
itself, is intrinsically intertwined with its distorting presentation in other 
laws—distortion with adjustment; bastardization with restoration, and so 
forth—the law of the “cloudy spot” may come into view. However, this 
law of the laws, if not of the law, would not therefore lift all ambiguity 
from the “cloudy spot.” Although a formal law interlinking, in an eco¬ 
nomic manner, all the different laws of the enigma that flocculates in Kaf¬ 
ka’s work, the elusive nature of some of these laws remains necessarily 
inscribed in the law in question. But there is another reason why the ambi¬ 
guity of the “cloudy spot” cannot be completely undone. On the final 
pages of “Franz Kafka,” Benjamin refers to the legal scholar, Bucephalus, 
who no longer practices the law, but only studies it, and argues that “[t]he 
law which is studied but no longer practiced is the gate to justice.” He 
writes: “The gate to justice is study. Yet Kafka doesn’t dare attach to this 
study the promises which tradition has attached to the study of the Torah. 
His assistants are sextons who have lost their house of prayer; his students 
are pupils who have lost the Holy Writ [Schrift]. Now there is nothing 
that restrains them anymore on their ‘empty, and happy journey.’ Kafka, 
however, has found the law of his journey” (815; translation modified). 
Benjamin identifies Kafka here with Sancho Panza, who, as Kafka writes, 
diverts his demon, called Don Quixote, from harming him “by supplying 
a lot of romances of chivalry and adventure for the evening and night 
hours,” and thus remains a free man while his demon gets himself involved 
in the maddest exploits (815-816). 27 Bucephalus, the powerful Alexander’s 
horse, interrupts the legal system by studying, rather than practicing it. 
Sancho Panza keeps himself free of his demon by playing the trick on Don 
Quixote of providing him with an endless supply of fictions. The law of 
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Kafka’s journey to be made out from this description of Sancho Panza, is 
not essentially different from the one of Ulysses who turns the handed- 
down fiction of the Sirens’ singing into a protective shield against their 
deadly threat. In all these cases, the law of myth is countered with the law 
of reason. In all three cases, Kafka’s way of holding the mythic forces in 
check is the Greek way. I will therefore call the law of the “cloudy spot” 
Kafka’s law. As the specifically Greek way of rationally confronting the 
powers of myth, Kafka’s law is necessarily one that masters the manifold 
of the laws by combining their constitutive traits of withdrawal, distortion, 
readjustment, and so forth, and thus accounting for them. However, Kaf¬ 
ka’s law is also Kafka’s law, that is, a law irreducibly singular. Even though 
the law of the laws accounts for the cloudiness of the spot in which the 
manifold laws in Kafka are entangled, as Kafka’s law, its illuminating 
sweep remains also clouded by the singular mode of Kafka’s journey and 
experience. 28 

In the notes from “Versuch eines Schemas zu Kafka,” Benjamin, after 
having asserted that that part of the Torah which deals with the ritual 
aspects of the Law, the Halachah, contains traces of the lost hetaeric 
world, argues that Kafka’s books contain “the missing Haggadah to this 
Halachah” (2.3:1192). As he recalls, Haggadah “is the name that the Jews 
give to the stories and anecdotes of the Talmud that serve as explanations 
and confirmation of the doctrine—the Halachah”(2.3:1204). In “Franz 
Kafka,” Kafka’s works are explicitly understood in these terms. Kafka’s 
prose pieces, Benjamin holds here, have “a relationship to religious teach¬ 
ings similar to the one Haggadah has to Halachah . .. But do we have the 
teachings which Kafka’s parables accompany and which K.’s postures and 
the gestures of his animals clarify? It does not exist; all one can say is that 
here and there is an allusion to it. Kafka might have said that these are 
relics transmitting the teachings, although we could just as well regard 
them as precursors preparing the teachings” (803). What is present as an 
allusion to the doctrine that Kafka’s stories illustrate is of the order of 
relics, or anticipations of the doctrine. If Kafka’s stories are the Haggadah 
to the Halachah, in which the ritual aspects of the Jewish Law appear as 
restrictions on an ever-present hetaeric world, one is clearly within Kafka’s 
oppressive and gloomy legal world of courts and offices. Speaking of the 
doctrine, Benjamin writes that since it is never made explicit by Kafka, 
“one can only try to elicit from [it] the surprising behavior of the people 
which is either born from fear or incites fear” (2.3:1204). The doctrine 
can thus be made out from the behavior of the holders of power and their 
subordinates. On several other occasions, the doctrine is questioned for 
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having brought bad fortune to its followers (2.3:1229). This seems to pres¬ 
ent the doctrine as a relic. But what about the allusions that may serve as 
a precursor to the doctrine, to a doctrine different from that of the past? 
The very lack of anything explicit about the doctrine is what qualifies this 
lack as precursory of the coming doctrine. As Benjamin remarks in his 
essay, Kafka failed “in his grandiose attempt to convert poetry into teach¬ 
ings, to turn it into a parable and restore to it that stability and unpreten¬ 
tiousness which, in the face of reason, seemed to him the only appropriate 
thing for it. No other writer has obeyed the commandment ‘Thou shalt 
not make unto thee a graven image’ so faithfully” (808). If this command¬ 
ment is, indeed, the Law, it is in being silent about it that Kafka shows 
himself to be a Jewish thinker and writer. At the same time, the restraint 
on presentation, “in the face of reason,” makes Kafka a Greek. I conclude 
with the following reflection by Benjamin on Kafka’s parables: “They are 
parables and they are still more. They don’t just lie at the feet of the 
doctrine, as the Haggadah lies at Halachah’s feet. They rise and unexpect¬ 
edly raise up a weighty paw against it” (2.3:1260). 



CHAPTER 12 


The Deepening of Apperception 

On Walter Benjamin’s Theory of Film 


In spite of his continuous interest in film, Benjamin did not do for film what 
he did for photography, that is, compose a “little history” of the new me¬ 
dium. Perhaps he thought that, after writing the “Little History of Photog¬ 
raphy” essay of 1931, the principles for such a history had been outlined, 
and that it would have been redundant to do such an analysis of film. In any 
case, one can assume that the mist covering the beginning of photography 
is denser than the one that obscures the origins of film. Then again, as 
Benjamin writes at the outset of his study, the one that hovers over the 
discovery of print is thicker still. And yet, as is the case with the “Little 
History of Photography” essay, a history of film would have shed light on 
the early days of the genre. In the essay on “The Work of Art in the Age of 
Its Technological Reproducibility,” as well as in the essays devoted to the 
new Russian film, the achievements of the American grotesque and Russian 
revolutionary movies are at the center of Benjamin’s concerns; he pays little 
or no attention to the early forms of this technology. In fact, Benjamin is 
primarily interested in the revolutionary potential of the new medium in 
these essays. However, to fully grasp this potential—in particular, that 
the deepening of apperception that according to “The Work of Art in the 
Age of Its Technological Reproducibility” comes with the new medium— 
a reflection on early forms of film would be of great help. Benjamin’s 
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elaborations on cinema only provide at best a few hints for such a reflection. 
Paradoxically, “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire,” an essay on poetry, will be 
of some help in this respect. But first I will summarize as succinctly as possi¬ 
ble what the “Little History of Photography” establishes about the early 
forms of this reproductive technique. 

According to Benjamin, the early stages of photography were marked 
by a sharp correspondence of object and technology. The auratic, eerie 
quality of early photographic pictures, especially early portraits, derives 
from its objects, namely, the “memberjs] of a rising class equipped with 
an aura that had seeped into the very folds of the man’s frock coat or 
floppy cravat.” 1 The portraits’ aura manifest in the early pictures, “every¬ 
thing about [which] was built last,” thus rests on a social class’ will to 
immortality. 2 However, although this aura, according to Benjamin, is not 
exclusively the product of a primitive camera, it is nevertheless still and 
largely a function of the technology itself. As Benjamin makes quite clear, 
magic and technology are stark opposites. But in early photography, they 
come in direct contact with one another. The glance of the figures repro¬ 
duced by the new medium, which seem to stare back at their beholder as 
if the two could see one another, endow these pictures with an aura. This 
aura is the result of “the length of time the subject has to remain still,” 
which early photographic technology demanded of its subjects in order to 
be able to take a picture. 3 If “the human countenance had a silence about 
it in which the gaze rested” in these photographs, it is also because many 
of these pictures had to be taken outside for technical reasons, in spaces 
where nothing interfered with the long concentration of the model re¬ 
quired by the “low light-sensitivity of the early plates.” 4 Benjamin remarks 
that nothing characterizes the early period of photography more than the 
degree to which the models are at home in the cemetery. And he adds that 
the “technical equivalent” of the aura that lent the glance of the human 
beings in the first pictures “fullness and security . . . consists in the abso¬ 
lute continuum from brightest light to darkest shadow,” a result owed to 
the long exposure time required by the new technology. 5 Benjamin is thus 
led to speak of the “technical determinedness [Bedmgtsein] of the auratic 
appearance.” 6 He remarks that “the most precise technology can give its 
products a magical value.” 7 As these three technical reasons for the auratic 
quality of early photography demonstrate, these pictures owe this quality 
to the presence of “the tiny spark of contingency, of the here and now, 
with which reality has (so to speak) seared the subject [den Bildcharakter 
gleichsam durchsengt hat \.” 8 In short, the early reproductive technology of 
photography inevitably causes something of the singular moment and of 
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the unique person before the camera to survive in the reproduction. En¬ 
dowed with an actio in distans, the here and now of the past minute nests 
in these pictures. It continues to live on and to speak as eloquently as 
before. 

However different, technology and magic thus combine in early pho¬ 
tography. In fact, as Benjamin argues in a “Little History of Photogra¬ 
phy,” technology, although in essence incommensurate with magic, 
enables magic to encroach upon it. Indeed, since “another nature” speaks 
to the camera than to the eye—“ ‘other’ above all in the sense that a space 
informed by human consciousness gives way to a space informed by the 
unconscious”—possibilities are opened up in the photographic pictures 
that allow magic to hide out in technology. Even though the structural 
qualities of the “optical unconscious”—cellular tissue, for example—are 
“in [their] origins, more native to the camera” than “the atmospheric 
landscape or the soulful portrait . . . photography reveals in this material 
physiognomic aspects, image worlds, which dwell in the smallest things— 
meaningful yet covert enough to find a hiding place in waking dreams.” 
Once these aspects have become “enlarged and capable of formulation,” 
it becomes clear, as Benjamin concludes, that “the difference between 
technology and magic [is] a thoroughly historical variable.” 9 One implica¬ 
tion of this insight is that the history of photography becomes the history 
of a struggle of the new technique to shed progressively, against all retro¬ 
gressive trends, technology’s ties to magic. It does this by sucking the aura 
from reality, as in Eugene Atget’s photographs, or by reproducing the 
human without creating portraits, as in the work of August Sander—a 
development that culminates in film, the medium that will succeed pho¬ 
tography, in particular, the Russian film. 

According to the second version of the “Work of Art” essay, “the his¬ 
tory of every art form has critical periods in which the particular form 
strains after effects that can be easily achieved only with a changed techni¬ 
cal standard—that is to say, in a new art form.” By anticipating the latest 
achievements, the older artistic technologies create a demand for a new 
technology, an art form “whose hour of full satisfaction has not yet 
come.” 10 Thus, “[j]ust as the illustrated newspaper virtually lay hidden 
within lithography, so the sound film was latent in photography.” 11 In any 
case, the history of art sketched out in “The Work of Art” is a history 
driven by the telos reproducibility, thus it culminates and comes into its 
own in the medium of film, with which technical reproducibility has “cap¬ 
tured a place of its own among the artistic processes.” 12 In this process, 
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technology emancipates itself from ritual and magic, with which technol¬ 
ogy was originally amalgamated. It ultimately emancipates itself from art 
itself, to the extent that the latter’s unique value is, as Benjamin notes in 
the first version of the essay, theologically grounded. 13 But, according to 
the same version of the essay, the emancipation of technology from ritual 
leads to the formation of a “second nature,” one “no less elemental than 
the one faced by primitive society.” To master this second nature of tech¬ 
nology, the human being needs training. “Once again art puts itself at the 
disposal of such instruction. But it is above all film which does so,” since 
it is the kind of art in which the technique of reproducibility has itself 
become the art form, and which consequently is an art at the very limit of 
art. 14 Cinema is the kind of art in which technology itself provides the 
means for mastering the elemental forces of the second nature that tech¬ 
nology has become. 

The sound film is foreshadowed by photography in that “photography 
freed the hand from the most important artistic tasks in the process of 
pictorial reproduction—tasks that now devolved upon the eye alone. And 
since the eye perceives more swiftly than the hand can draw, the process 
of pictorial reproduction was enormously accelerated, so that it could keep 
pace with speech.” 15 Furthermore, photography radically transforms natu¬ 
ral optics in that the adjustable lens, with its unlimited choice of angles, 
brings facets of the object that are inaccessible to the naked eye into view, 
and also because “it can use certain processes, such as enlargement or slow 
motion, to record images which escape natural optics altogether.” 16 This 
is even more true of the art of cinema, in which the points of view from 
which the object or the action is approached have become ever more nu¬ 
merous, just as the technology of close-ups brings to light hidden, unex¬ 
pected details of familiar objects—especially unfamiliar qualities of 
movement. According to Benjamin, the technology of reproduction that 
leads to film via photography reflects and responds to profound social 
changes. More precisely, film and its technique of reproduction—as well 
as the hitherto hidden reality that it brings to light—helps us to come to 
grips with the new tasks that “the human apparatus of apperception” faces 
at a crucial “historical turning point,” since these tasks “cannot be per¬ 
formed solely by optical means—that is, by way of contemplation.” 17 Film 
allows for what Benjamin calls a deepening of apperception in his essay 
“The Work of Art,” essay, echoing Wilhelm Wundt’s pre-Gestaltist psy¬ 
chology. 18 Such deepening corresponds, or rather responds, to “profound 
changes in the apperceptive apparatus—changes that are experienced on 
an individual scale by the man in the street [le passant\ in big-city traffic, 
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on a historical scale by every present-day citizen.” 19 But what does this 
deepening of apperception consist of? 

As Benjamin notes, technical reproducibility eliminates the cult value 
of the unique work of art in favor of the exhibition value of artworks. As 
objects destined to serve in a cult, including the cult of art in the “negative 
theology” of the doctrine of Cart pour Cart, “what is important... is that 
[these objects] are present, not that they are seen.” 20 But with the new 
technology of photography—and, even more so, of film—everything is 
drawn into the open. The shift from the hand to the eye—and ultimately 
from the eye to the lens, or, as Benjamin has it, to the apparatus— 
inaugurates a realm of unlimited visibility. The technical revolution of 
reproducibility that culminates in cinema consists in securing what I will 
call a total Versichtung , using Hans Blumenberg’s term. The deepening of 
apperception, at first, refers to this expansion, and to the generalization of 
visibility. But especially in the cinema, the deepening of apperception also 
consists in a deeper penetration of reality by the apparatus of perception 
itself. Benjamin writes, “in the film studio the apparatus has penetrated so 
deeply into reality that a pure view of that reality, free of the foreign body 
of equipment, is the result of a special procedure . . . The equipment-free 
aspect of reality has here become the height of artifice, and the vision of 
immediate reality the Blue Flower in the land of technology.” 21 What fol¬ 
lows from this is that the heightened penetration of reality by the lens- 
enhanced apparatus of perception lends light to another nature, a nature 
that allows for critical intervention into all of its aspects. The deepening 
of apperception thus refers as well to an unprecedented generalization of 
the potential to critically transform reality in view of full transparency. 

If the apparatus becomes a means by which man can represent his envi¬ 
ronment, it is precisely because this apparatus “penetrates deeply into 
[the] tissue,” or web, of given reality. 22 Thanks to its technology— 
enlargement and slow motion—the camera reveals “entirely new struc¬ 
tural formations of the subject” and “entirely unknown” qualities of 
movement. 23 As Benjamin put is, “[e]vidently a different nature [andere 
Natur\ opens itself to the camera than opens to the naked eye—if only 
because an unconsciously penetrated space is substituted for a space con¬ 
sciously explored by man.” He adds: “The camera introduces us to an 
optical unconscious [optisch Unbewussten ] as does psychoanalysis to uncon¬ 
scious impulses.” 24 This comparison with psychoanalysis highlights the 
expansion of the realm of the visible by the deepened apperception of film; 
it also suggests that what thus has come to light can be transformed. In 
the same way as Freud’s Psychopathology of Evetyday Life has “isolated and 



On Walter Benjamin’s Theory of Film 


3°3 


made analyzable things which had heretofore floated along unnoticed in 
the broad stream of perception ... the entire spectrum of optical, and now 
acoustical perception,” that film brings about, “can be analyzed much 
more precisely and from more points of view.” 25 Benjamin emphasizes that 
film’s deepening of apperception allows for “incomparably more precise 
statements of the situation” than does the flat world of painting. It, there¬ 
fore, permits a more effective analysis [grofiere Analysierbarkeit ] of filmed 
behavior. Benjamin also emphasizes that, compared to what happens on 
the theater stage, the ease with which filmed behavior can be analyzed 
[grofiere Analysierbarkeit ] is a function of the fact that “it can be isolated 
more easily [hbhere Isolierbarkeit].” These characteristics of deepened ap¬ 
perception point to a critical intervention in the “other nature” that has 
thus become exposed. 26 Whereas, on the one hand, film “extends our com¬ 
prehension of the necessities \Zwangslaufigkeiten\ which rule our lives . . . 
it manages to assure us [on the other hand] of an immense and unexpected 
field of action.” 27 Benjamin likens the cameraman to a surgeon who “pene¬ 
trates deeply into [the] tissue [or web] of given reality [das Gewebe der 
Gegebenheit].” Freed by the apparatus, the hand of the cameraman—like 
the hand of the surgeon which “makes an intervention in the patient” and 
“moves among the organs”—penetrates the web of the given to cut its 
threads and weave them into a new unity. 28 This deepened apperception 
abolishes distance. What these technologies make manifest has become 
tangible or palpable ( handgreiflich ). As Benjamin insists, the attitude of 
movie-goers is a critical attitude. They lend a helping hand to “the tasks 
which face the human apparatus of perception at historical turning points 
[that] cannot be performed solely by optical means.” 29 As Benjamin notes 
toward the end of “The Work of Art,” the success of our coming to terms 
with these new tasks has been, and still is, controlled in a covert fashion 
(wird unter der Hand kontrolliert ) by the public’s reception of film. 30 In the 
public’s absent-minded critical examination of films, apperception has not 
only deepened in the sense of expanded visibility, but also in the sense that 
it has become tactile. 31 This deepened apperception is an apperception 
that is both tactile and optical. 32 In the first version of the essay, Benjamin 
notes that the tactile quality is that quality “which is the most indispens¬ 
able for art during the great historical epochs of transformation.” 33 Origi¬ 
nally at home in architecture, this tactile quality has come to dominate 
optics. 34 The “regrouping of apperception” to which this gives rise occurs 
today in film. 35 

In “Reply to Oscar A. H. Schmitz,” Benjamin writes: “But just as 
deeper rock strata emerge only where the rock is fissured, the deep forma¬ 
tion of ‘political tendency’ likewise reveals itself only in the fissures of art 
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history (and works of art). The technical revolutions are the fracture 
points of artistic development; it is there that the different political tend¬ 
encies may be said to come to the surface. In every new technical revolu¬ 
tion the political tendency is transformed, as if by its own volition, from a 
concealed element of art into a manifest one.” 36 Yet, although the “new 
realm of consciousness” that emerges in film represents “the unique 
prism” which refracts and disperses reality in a way that is tangible or 
comprehensible for contemporary humanity—in short, such that it lends 
itself to absent-minded critical examination—this potential to deepen ap¬ 
perception is, at first, only the tendency of the new technology. 37 The po¬ 
tential of the new technologies of reproduction has not yet become a 
reality. Theoreticians such as Alexandre Arnoux or Franz Werfel blind 
themselves to the film’s tendency to deepen apperception. Arnoux, for 
example, has to read the elements of film as part of a cult in order to save 
film as an art, and Werfel imbues it with a supernatural meaning; but 
fascist theoreticians outrightly violate “an apparatus which is pressed into 
the production of ritual values.” 38 In any case, film’s tendency toward 
deepened apperception seems only to have found an adequate expression 
in American grotesque movies and in the new Russian films. Benjamin 
neither addresses what exactly it is in the new reproductive technologies 
of film that permit it to link up with cult values, and hence to be used 
against the very tendencies latent in the new medium, nor does he explain 
in which way the early forms of film differ from those in which film’s 
potential has been realized. A detour through Benjamin’s writings on 
Baudelaire might help to clarify some of these issues. In “On Some Motifs 
in Baudelaire,” Benjamin compares the experience articulated in Baude¬ 
laire’s poetry to what happens in photography. The crisis of perception 
and experience manifest in Baudelaire’s poetry has its equivalent not only 
in early photography but also in film, as Benjamin suggests in his reference 
to “the techniques based on the use of the camera and of subsequent anal¬ 
ogous mechanical devices [that] make it possible for an event at any time 
to be permanently recorded in terms of sound and sight.” 39 

Within the constraints of this essay, I will not be able to take the com¬ 
plexity of this text fully into account, nor its many ambiguities. I will only 
be able to outline those aspects of “On Some Motifs” that are of concern 
to my argument. First, Baudelaire’s poetry manages to record as poetic 
experience the loss of experience ( Erfahrung) specific to capitalist industri¬ 
alization, as well as the loss of individuality and life in the metropolis. 
Second, Benjamin does not conceive of the “collapse of experience [Itisich- 
zusammengesunkensein der Erfahrung]” registered in Baudelaire’s poetry— 
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that is, the loss of a relation to tradition and memory—as merely a 
negative event. 40 The rise of lived experience [ Erlebnis ], which replaces 
experience in the sense of Erfahrung, thus in the sense of involuntary 
memory, can have negative consequences, but Benjamin valorizes the 
trend in what is clearly a countermove to retrogressive conceptions of the 
time, such as Ludwig Klages’s and Gottfried Benn’s conception of 
consciousness as an affliction. 41 Lived experience implies reflection, and 
therefore the clarity and transparency of consciousness. Third, qua fla¬ 
neur- —that is, as an individual attracted by the masses in the city, who 
nevertheless holds on to his individuality—the poet of Les fleurs du nial 
necessarily has an ambivalent relation to his object. An aristocratic reserve 
of sorts prevents Baudelaire from plunging headlong into the crowds. 
Above all, to be able to register and shape experience poetically—in other 
words, to give an experiential account of the loss of experience—the price 
that Baudelaire must pay is that of demonizing, or “re-auratizing”, a 
phenomenon that coincides with the abolishment of the powers of Vorzeit. 
I will briefly expand upon these three points before I proceed to my 
conclusion. 

The question raised by “On Some Motifs” is “how lyric poetry can 
have as its basis an experience for which the shock experience has become 
the norm.” On what conditions can there be a poetic experience of events 
or phenomena that have “the character of having been lived [ Erlebnisse] in 
the strict sense”? In other words, what are the conditions of incidents or 
phenomena that have been “incorporated directly in the registry of con¬ 
scious memory,” and therefore “sterilized . . . for poetic experience?” As 
Benjamin remarks, “one would expect such poetry to have a large measure 
of consciousness.” Baudelaire’s poetry meets this expectation; its “reason 
of state” even implies the very “emancipation of lived experience [die Em- 
anzipation von Erlebnissen]’’ —that is, as Benjamin shows, of impressions 
that, as a result of “a key achievement of the intellect,” have been assigned 
“a precise point in time in consciousness at the cost of the integrity of its 
contents.” 42 Baudelaire, Benjamin holds, “mean(t) the magic of distance 
to the pierced.” 43 At the end of the essay, Benjamin makes this quite clear: 
the consent [Einverstdndnis\ to the disintegration of the aura in the experi¬ 
ence of shock is the very law of Baudelaire’s poetry. 44 Pursuing this mission 
according to the plan at work in his compositions, Baudelaire’s lyrical 
poetry is intentionally historical, and it understood itself as such. 45 Para¬ 
doxically, however, to account poetically for the loss of experience, and to 
accomplish the historical mission in question, the modern poet, as the poet 
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who has been cheated out of his experience, must have recourse to pre¬ 
cisely that experience which has become impossible, or obsolete. Only 
by “hold[ing] in his hands the scattered fragments of genuine historical 
experience” in the spleen and the vie interieure can the poet confer upon 
lived experience “the weight of an experience,” in other words, expose it 
“in all its nakedness.” 46 But what are these fragments of that which is 
“irretrievably lost,” and which Baudelaire had to appropriate in order to 
be “able to fathom the full meaning of the breakdown which he, a modern 
man, was witnessing?” 47 The “experience which seeks to establish itself in 
crisis-proof form” is only possible, Benjamin holds, “within the realm of 
the ritual” or its duplicate, the beautiful, in which the cult value is manifest 
as the value of art. 48 Perhaps Benjamin’s discussion of the importance of 
the masses for Baudelaire’s poetry reveals most clearly the fundamental 
indebtedness of experience to the cult, perhaps even to the occult. Al¬ 
though the “Tableaux Parisiens” never depict the crowds, their secret 
presence ( hemiliche Gegenvoari) is, for Benjamin, demonstrable almost 
everywhere. In fact, precisely by being endowed with a secret presence, 
the masses become, for Baudelaire, the “agitated veil [ bewegte Schleier ]” 
through which he poetically sees the metropolis. Similarly, the motif of 
the crowd in Poe’s story “The Man of the Crowd” is, according to Benja¬ 
min, “marked by certain pecularities that, upon closer inspection, reveal 
aspects of social forces of such power and hidden depth that we may count 
them among those which alone are capable of exerting both a subtle and 
a profound effect upon artistic production.” 49 Indeed, it is only because 
they are well concealed that the masses in Baudelaire, or the social forces 
associated with the motif in question in Poe, have the power to exert an 
influence on artistic production—or even have the power to set such pro¬ 
duction into motion in the first place. In receding into the distance, the 
masses become capable of a secret effect, an actio in distans, if not an actio 
in occulto, as it were. Hidden, the masses acquire occult force. How to think 
of this occult force, and how it contributes to the experience required for 
any poetic treatment of the loss of experience, is suggested in a passage 
referring to Baudelaire’s flanerie along the dusty bank of the Seine, when 
he is looking “at the plates in the anatomical works for sale.” As Benjamin 
observes, “the mass of the departed [Masse der Abgeschiedenen\ takes the 
place of the singular skeletons on these pages. In the figures of the danse 
macabre , he sees a compact mass on the move.” 50 The mass is thus con¬ 
strued as the mass of the departed. One must remember that, according 
to Benjamin’s discussion of Bergson, experience “is less the product of 
facts firmly anchored in memory [Erinnerung] than of a convergence in 
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memory [Gedachtnis] of accumulated and frequently unconscious data.” 51 
By refusing to name {namhaft machen) the masses, hence consciously fixing 
them, giving them the status of a lived experience, the mass is embedded 
(1 eingesenkt ; eingesetzt ) in memory as the unconscious ground and agency of 
experience. As the mass of the departed, invisible, yet omnipresent ghost 
of the masses, the masses can thus become the veil through which Baude¬ 
laire can experience poetically, as well as account for the loss of experience. 
Cut off from view, the occulted mass is hidden, and at the same time acts 
as a supernatural power. The menacing crowd with its “essentially inhu¬ 
man make-up . . . brings to the city dweller the figure [Erscheinung] that 
fascinates.” 52 Evoking the unknown woman in a widow’s veil, of line pas- 
sante , Benjamin clarifies how the occultation of the masses enables experi¬ 
ence. Lived experience is experienced in all its nakedness as the experience 
of something irretrievably lost. He writes: “The delight of the urban poet 
is love—not at first sight, but at last sight. It is a farewell forever.” 53 

As Benjamin recalls, Baudelaire compares the man who plunges into 
the crowd to “a kaleidoscope equipped with consciousness.” Whether haptic 
or optic, the experiences of the man moving through a crowd can only 
fend off the series of shocks and collisions to which he is subjected through 
heightened consciousness. In this, the man in the crowd’s reaction to 
shock resembles the photographer’s fixing with the touch of the finger “an 
event for an unlimited period of time. The camera gives the moment a 
posthumous shock as it were.” 54 The consciousness of the man in the 
crowd is an apparatus of reproduction. Fixed, all events are endowed by 
this apparatus with consciousness, and part of “volitional, discursive mem¬ 
ory [Erinnerung],” hence, divested of any auratic quality. 55 This transfor¬ 
mation of “the human sensorium,” which coincides with the deepening of 
apperception, harbors the rudiments of film technology. Benjamin writes: 
“There came a day when a new and urgent need for stimuli was met by 
the film. In a film, perception in the form of shocks was established as a 
formal principle.” 56 But film, as described by Benjamin, only brings to its 
final completion what has begun with the loss of individuality, and the 
conversion of man into a kaleidoscope with consciousness. Before his con¬ 
tention in “The Work of Art” that the medium of film is the true political 
training ground for the proletarian masses, Benjamin had already asserted, 
in “Reply to Oscar A. H. Schmitz,” that if the medium of film is the 
“unique prism” by way of which contemporary humanity renders reality 
comprehensible, “film [can only] complete the prismatic work that it 
began by acting on [the human collective].” 57 The New Russian films have 
realized this tendency, but so has the American grotesque film. Referring 
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to an article by Philippe Soupault, Benjamin notes in “Chaplin in Retro¬ 
spect” that Chaplin developed his observational skills during his endless 
walks through the streets of London. 58 

But in much the same way as photography, film does not achieve the 
tendency intrinsic to its technology right away. Like the early history of 
photography, it too has a prehistory ( Vorgeschichte ) in which the new tech¬ 
nique of reproducibility and its potential for deepening apperception are 
put at the service of magic. True enough, Benjamin does not explicitly 
evoke this facet of the history of cinema. Yet, apart from the fact that 
the cinema experienced a period not unlike that of early photography, an 
animistic stage of film is also warranted by the new technology itself. What 
then, does this detour through “On Some Motifs” reveal about this pre¬ 
history, given that Benjamin holds, in this text, that shock is among those 
experiences that have assumed decisive importance for the Faktur of 
Baudelaire’s poetry, and that it thus concerns the “covert laws” according 
to which the author has assembled his material, and constructed his 
verses? 59 Since the figure of shock is decisive for Baudelaire’s work and 
links it to his contact with the metropolitan masses, and since, moreover, 
he conceives of creation as a kind of fencing, Baudelaire’s poetry is an 
equivalent of the reproductive technologies present in lithography, da¬ 
guerreotype, photography—all of which are precursors of film technology. 
What then can be inferred from this text concerning early film? First of 
all, the regressive reappropriation of the revolutionary potential of film 
technology, and of the new nature that it brings to light, is fostered by its 
object—and technically conditioned as in the case of photography; this 
regression is also inevitable, and, to some extent, even necessary and justi¬ 
fied. Since the prime object of cinematographic representation is the 
masses, the retrogressive turn in film consists, of course, in causing their 
presence to fade out. But as Benjamin’s elaborations on Baudelaire, even 
more so on those on Poe, have shown, such a fade-out can turn the masses 
into the mighty occult power required by artistic production in modernity. 
As the living dead, they haunt the medium, perhaps even more so when it 
depicts only individual destiny, either comic or tragic. Furthermore, by 
repressing the masses that are the films’ “natural” object, film itself can 
take on a phantom-like quality. It then becomes the very medium through 
which, or rather as which, the masses’ ghost makes itself known. Uncon¬ 
scious of its capacities, still a stranger to itself, and feeling uncanny about 
itself, early film, by conceiving of itself as a magical or spiritistic medium, 
thus comes under the influence of its true object. 
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It has been claimed that the theory of magic is the true child of the 
technological epoch. Conversely, the animistic interpretation of technol¬ 
ogy found in many early films meets a demand to come to grips with these 
new technologies. This is also true of the technology of the new medium 
of film. But, it also calls for an animistic reappropriation. After all, the 
visual unconscious of which the new technology of reproduction permits 
the fixed exhibition, becomes itself another nature of occult forces to 
which the subject is the prey. Is the optical unconscious, which becomes 
visible through close-ups and slow motion, not a manifestation of the spirit 
of the departed? The very technology that reproduces and details the vi¬ 
sual unconscious lends itself to such an interpretation, an interpretation 
that runs counter to the demystifying tendency of the total Versichtung of 
which the medium is capable. Rather than divesting reality of all traces of 
the occult, total Versichtung can thus make the demonic present. But there 
is a more subtle justification for the recourse to the occult in early film. 
Benjamin hints at the reason in question when he characterizes Baude¬ 
laire’s poetry as an attempt to account for the loss of experience and the 
rise of consciousness poetically and experientially. Throughout the essay, 
Benjamin emphasizes Baudelaire’s ambivalence with respect to crowds and 
their mode of perception in lived experience. Baudelaire celebrates and at 
the same time professes an aversion to the proximity, consciousness, and 
profane reality represented by the masses. His aversion to the new phe¬ 
nomenon, recourse to the occult, and demonization of the masses— 
Baudelaire’s experience of them as a menacing and pernicious force—all 
this precisely enables the poet to assess the significance of the rise of con¬ 
sciousness and the discovery of a new reality. To behold lived experience 
in all its nakedness, that is to say, as regards its revolutionary potential, 
and promise of freedom, it was necessary for Baudelaire to experience it 
as a threat to something already irretrievably lost. Something similar per¬ 
tains to early film. Its animistic texture is the inevitable negative through 
which those tendencies that have matured in the new Russian and the 
American grotesque films found their first recognition. 
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Accompaniments for a Title 


For Werner Hamacher 


In the position of a descriptive heading, a title accompanies a text by domi¬ 
nating its entire body. It should do so by stating what the text is about, 
exhibiting its subject matter, its theme, or essence. In that sense, however, 
a title is not a text’s companion. It does not “break bread” with the text as 
with its equal as one might expect of a companion according to the forma¬ 
tion of the word by way of the presupposition cum and panis in popular 
Latin. The title remains offshore and does not touch the land of the text. 
But the title of Blanchot’s recit, Celui qui ne m'accompagnaitpas —translated 
into German as Jener, der ?>iich nicht begleitete, and, more problematically, 
in English as the one who was standing apart from me —perhaps suggests an 
even more complex relation to the text that it does not accompany, or to 
which it does not render any service. Indeed, the very wording of this title 
would seem to open a peculiar rift between itself and the text over which 
it seemingly presides. Placed between the text and its title, the subtitle recit 
indicates that this title not only names the subsequent narrative, in fact, 
the title is the recit itself. The title is the whole recit, whereas the narrative 
properly speaking—the so-called body of the text—is but the re-citation 
of the title. To be more precise, the narrative is the title’s fourfold repeti¬ 
tion, if one takes the four text breaks into account. The title would thus 
stand independently and self-sufficiently apart from the text; it would itself 
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be the full story. It would not be a title at all, accompanying no text, being 
nothing but the story itself—a story, moreover, without any title. In fact, 
recit would be its title if the generic designation were not placed at the 
foot of the story. Yet the fact of its being situated below a work, looking 
up to the work it names, would not therefore make such a “title” less 
domineering. But, being called a recit also signifies that the phrase (or the 
story-like phrase) Celia qui tie vTaccovipagnait pas is a citation, and that in 
spite of standing there all by itself—a story in its own right—also draws 
upon the work that it does not accompany. Indeed, Celia qui ne vTaccovi¬ 
pagnait pas is a phrase from the narrative that begins below the subtitle, 
which is singled out, raised out of the narrative and set apart from it. It is 
made to precede it so that, for its part, it can serve as its title. It is sorted 
out, lemmatized, as it were, taken, or received from ( lambanein ) the narra¬ 
tive in order to be elevated to a headword, a heading to be glossed. The 
partial phrase, Celui qui ne vTaccovipagnait pas, is lifted from the narrative 
to serve as its title, like the lemmata that, in the ancient book trade, bore 
the title or contents of scrolls on slips of paper that were then appended 
to them. A part of the text is thus raised to the position of a heading that 
seems to name it. But what is a title that just recites a part of the text for 
which it provides a heading? Does Celui qui ne vTaccovipagnait pas really 
accompany the recit ? Being for its part the whole recit, does it, as a part of 
the recit, travel alongside it, thereby signaling what it is about—namely, 
the one who did not accompany me? Me who? Me, the title? Or me, the 
narrator? Apart from being the verbatim citation and a redoubling of a 
phrase from Blanchot’s recit, the phrase, Celui qui ne vTaccovipagnait pas, is 
also a subservient phrase that is able to serve as the subject or the object 
of a more complex phrase. If it was followed by a verb, a narrative could 
depart from it. The audible ellipsis that precede or follow what can be 
read as an incomplete sentence anticipate a story that either came before 
it or that yet remains to come. What sort of title is it if it is merely the 
end or the beginning of a story? In any event, as a citation and as a phrase 
with which the story either ends or commences, this title does not head 
the recit as a title commonly does. As a part of the recit, it also belongs to 
it. It accompanies the text as something that is an intrinsic part of it. How¬ 
ever, if the title Celui qui ne vTaccovipagnait pas is a lemma of sorts, it is not 
simply because it is the name for the content of the recit, nor is it because 
it is a heading that would in turn be glossed by the narrative. In their 
logical and mathematical use, lemmata, rather than subsidiaries, can also 
be so fundamental as to be independent propositions that can serve as the 
foundation for whole classes of theorems. Celui qui ne vTaccovipagnait pas 
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can be read as such an independent lemma. And, by way of its minimal 
grammatical and syntactical complexity, it provides the generative matrix 
for a narrator’s story about someone who did not accompany him. In this 
case, the title would be a title. However, it would not be the kind of title 
that seeks to establish the content or essence of that over which it presides. 
Rather, it names that which engenders the text—that which, in being re¬ 
cited (in being cited again and again), provides the transformational matrix 
for the narrative that follows from it. 

The first pages of the recit were published separately by Blanchot in a 
journal before it came out as a book, and was entitled “Compagnon de 
route.” This title, like the final title, is also a citation of words from the 
text that follows it. In this case, it is taken from the phrase “my traveling 
companion”—a phrase that appears in the first pages. The difference be¬ 
tween the two headings—the one for the beginning pages, the other for 
the recit as a whole—is difficult to overlook; Compagnon de route keeps 
company with the text. Although it is constituted from a fragment lifted 
out of the text to head it, this title affirmatively, and without ambiguity, 
establishes that it accompanies the text and that this text will be about the 
traveling companion. By contrast, Celui qui ne m’accompagnait pas clearly 
acknowledges not only that the Compagnon de route he was supposed to 
join did not accompany the narrator, it also recognizes that, as a title, the 
segment from the text stands in a relation of distance to what it presides 
over. Rather than being underway with the narrator, the latter title (much 
like the companion) goes its own way or just stays behind—and is thus no 
longer a companion—while the narrator makes his or her way. The differ¬ 
ence is also a temporal one, between a present and a past. In its very sim¬ 
plicity, “Compagnon de route” refers to a present companion who, at this 
moment, is on the road with the narrator, whereas Celui qui ne m ’accompa- 
gnait pas evokes one who in the past did not do so. Furthermore, it is an 
imperfect past, a past slowed down in its movement of passing away. 
Hence the companion in question continues not to be underway with the 
narrator. He or she still does not accompany the recit or the narrator. In 
distinction from “Compagnon de route,” the one to whom the title refers, 
is not the third person singular of the “Compagnon de route.” Since the 
demonstrative pronoun celui indicates a ce-lui, or a “this-he,” the title re¬ 
fers to a very determined and, moreover, a very personal pronoun and a 
very personal “he,” even though he may turn out to be extremely 
impersonal. 

Framed as Celui qui tie m’accompagnaitpas, right away the title suggests 
that I—the I of the narrator—will be doing the narration. It also suggests 
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that what will be re-counted and re-cited, will be about him as the one 
who was not there in person to accompany me. But who is he (or she) who 
did not accompany me? Who was standing apart, apart from me? Is this 
even a question that can be asked? Indeed, the narrative leaves no doubt 
that the one who did not accompany me is none other than my traveling 
companion. But already, the title phrase alone makes it clear that the ques¬ 
tion of who “he” is is a non question. Celui qui ne m’accompagnait pas is a 
phrase uttered by the narrator, and the “he” to whom it refers is none 
other than himself, that is, “me.” He is none other than the narrator him¬ 
self. He is no one else but myself who as my (own) travel companion did 
not accompany me. Does it not follow that the narrator is just as much 
“he” as he is “me”? 

In the past he did not accompany me. And, because his not accompany¬ 
ing me is expressed in the imperfect tense, his failure to do so continues 
in the present. The nonevent of his not accompanying me endures. But 
does he still refuse to join me? Or, has he perhaps already come along? 
Could it be that he now accompanies me? However undecidable this ques¬ 
tion may be, he has certainly joined me in his continued refusal to be with 
me. Indeed, if the companion did not accompany me because he stayed 
behind—not recognizing himself behind the name companion —it is also 
true that in not accompanying me, he is already with me, albeit in a nega¬ 
tive mode. To begin with, he did not have to join me explicitly to be al¬ 
ready with me. By refraining from coming along, he journeys with me, 
though not as a companion. Indeed, apart from stating that he did not 
accompany me, the double negation of ne pas in Celui qui tie m ’accompagnait 
pas, just as unequivocally affirms that he did, in some way, join me. He 
accompanies me precisely by staying behind. By not accompanying me, he 
is in my very company; he is always already under way with me. But could 
it not also be that, because of this affirmation, it is really he who is para¬ 
doxically underway? And would this then make me the one who did not 
join him? 

The phrase Celui qui ne m ’accompagnait pas inscribes within itself a plot 
between a narrator and a companion who did not accompany him on his 
travels, and who, paradoxically, is none other than the narrator himself. 
Selecting this syntagma from within the text to serve as the header for the 
whole reck not only turns a part of the text into what presides over it— 
thereby providing the minimal scenario whose multiple repetitions engen¬ 
der the recit —it also explodes the text into a “whole” of parts, or 
fragments, which in turn become so many accompaniments to the leading 
phrase. Furthermore, by naming the recit after a part, by making a partial 
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sentence within it stand for the whole recit, Celui qui ne m ’accompagnait pas 
also highlights the text’s divisibility; it also draws attention to the fact that 
any other part of the text could just as well have been raised from it to 
serve as its name. From such a perspective, the privilege that the title 
would enjoy would, at best, be a qualified one. 

The title names the one who did not accompany me. In speaking of 
“Celui qui ne m’accompagnait pas,” the narrator, the speaker of the 
phrase, names him him, and implicitly (though negatively) my companion. 
On many occasions Blanchot’s recit broaches the question of naming. One 
such instance takes place when the narrator tells him that he has spoken 
of him as his companion, and that he has done so to himself while he was 
reflecting, to which his companion remarks: “I don’t think I am behind 
that word, I think you shouldn’t use it.” While reflecting, the narrator 
has used the “thoughtless [ irreflechi ] word” to refer to his companion as a 
“companion.” (Not only has he spoken to himself about him as his com¬ 
panion, he has, while reflecting, referred to himself as well as a compan¬ 
ion). However, as the companion observes, he is not “behind that word.” 
The word companion does not name him. Behind it, he cannot be recog¬ 
nized. “Celui qui ne m’accompagnait pas” is undoubtedly no one else but 
him; but, since he is not behind the word companion, although he is inti¬ 
mately tied to me, he also does not accompany me. As the companion 
reminds the narrator—who, for reasons of convenience, would like to 
name his companion companion —there must be no names between them. 
He must remain the one who does not accompany me. “Give me a name? 
But why?” he asks. To which the narrator responds, “maybe to lose my 
own.” (As if the narrator truly had a name other than just I or, rather, he !) 
It follows from all of this that Celui qui tie m ’accompagnait pas implies that 
the he of whom the narrative speaks is someone who cannot accompany the 
narrator on his journey since he refuses to be named by the word compan¬ 
ion. He must remain pronominal in all of his proximity and distance from 
the narrator—from the “I” of the narrative. But for this very reason, does 
not the title of the recit also forgo serving as a name for the recit. Celui 
qui ne m'accompagnait pas is a title for the narrative only insofar as it does 
not name it. The recit is not behind this title as its referent. It is not a 
title that designates. And, although it presides over the text, it does not 
accompany it. 

According to the title, the narrative that is about to begin is above all 
about him as the one who is different from and distant to me: he who did 
not accompany me. He who does not accompany me is not me. He is 
distinct from myself. I am precisely the one who is underway without his 
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company, without him joining me on my way. He has not joined me, nor 
is he joined to me on my journey. But, on my way, making my way, I am 
turning away from him; it is me who is leaving him behind. Having set 
out on my journey, he did not accompany me, having been unable to join 
me as I moved forward. He remains separate, distant, other, foreign, and 
opposed to me precisely insofar as he is he and I am I. But what if he, who 
is not with me, is indeed myself? What if he is the me I have left behind 
precisely insofar as I am underway? I, undoubtedly make my way, but, 
being thus underway, am I not on the way away from me? And, am I not 
therefore leaving me, that is, him (that is, myself) behind? Underway I am 
no longer behind myself. I am no longer behind the self that I left behind. 
Is he then not me who remains behind as I make my way? But where am 
I underway, if not toward him? As the title of the recit evinces, by not 
being accompanied, the narrator is clearly underway. He is intent on ap¬ 
proaching, or accosting him (Taborder), “this time,” as the opening sen¬ 
tence of the recit states. “This time” is a time that, as one soon learns, is 
already of the order of a memory—one that is itself reenacted constandy 
throughout the recit. The narrator is also repeatedly depicted as being on 
the road, going forward and retreating, and even to lay out the paths either 
to approach his companion or to make it possible for the latter to come 
toward him. As an incessant movement of coming and going, the narra¬ 
tor’s travels consist in measuring out the interval between himself and his 
companion. It is a space that is already opened up by the lemma that serves 
as the title, or nontitle, of the recit: Celui qui tie m ’accompagnait pas. The 
interval between him as the one who did not accompany me and myself is 
the spatial and temporal realm of everything that is to be spelled out 
throughout the narrative. Because he does not accompany me, thus defer¬ 
ring our companionship, a narrative space and time is opened up. Like¬ 
wise, in all of its equivocal reverberations, the title elicits narration. The 
title is thus the enunciation of an imperative to begin. It is an imperative 
to begin by reciting what is already a citation from the narrative that it 
paradoxically calls for. But it is also an injunction to begin selecting from 
within the undecidabilities that are woven in the grammatical and syntacti¬ 
cal structure of the title to make them drift toward an end, resisting again 
and again the inevitable risk of sliding into the play where the multiple 
possibilities revert one into the other without anything ever happening. 
The title, rather than naming something, is thus above all an injunction 
to begin narrating. Celui qui ne nTaccompagnait pas speaks of the urgency 
of narration. A narrative? It must be! The recit must continue, again and 
again, as interminably as the always-present risk of remaining at a loose 
end. 



CHAPTER 14 


The Imperative of Transparency 

Maurice Blanchot’s the one who 
was standing apart from me 


To engage with a philosophical question already at work in a narrative, 
or rather, a recit, such as Maurice Blanchot’s the one who was standing apart 
from me, or to engage with one that may illuminate it, does this not re¬ 
quire a prior philosophical reading to first locate such a question, or to 
establish the narrative’s philosophical credentials so that a specific philo¬ 
sophical question can shed light on it ? 1 However, if such a reading im¬ 
plies the search for a thematic content that is philosophically significant, 
or that takes place in view of principles underpinning Blanchot’s writings 
and thought, then his fictional texts may have little to offer. Though it is 
clear from both his essays and his more theoretical writings that Blanchot 
was familiar with phenomenology—with Hegelian and Husserlian phe¬ 
nomenology and with its subsequent developments in the works of Hei¬ 
degger, Sartre, and Levinas—the very lack of any explicit philosophical 
conceptuality, not to speak of the absence of any direct references in 
the one who was standing apart from me, make it very hard to detect any 
reverberations of Blanchot’s philosophical preoccupations . 2 But what if, 
in addition to these difficulties, Blanchot presented his readers with more 
formidable ones? What if, for example, philosophy represented nothing 
less than a retreat away from, or an attempt to wear out and neutralize 
that which this narrative weaves and brings to light? And, even if the 
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quest for knowledge that Blanchot associates with philosophy in The In¬ 
finite Conversation is given a significant place in the narrative in question, 
the transfiguration that it undergoes in being undermined by the recit, 
makes it almost unrecognizable as anything philosophical. 3 Finally, one 
might ask, what if the narrative’s subject matter, as a subject matter thor¬ 
oughly alien to philosophical concern, unfolded itself and was staged in 
such a way that it remained at odds with the fundamental methodological 
concepts of philosophical inquiry, and with the methods of phenomeno¬ 
logical investigation in particular? 

Any philosophical approach must take the one who was standing apart 
from me just as it offers itself—that is, in the extreme desolation and pov¬ 
erty of its setting and plot. And it must do so without trying to recuperate 
anything that Blanchot was himself clearly at pains to eradicate. Else¬ 
where, Blanchot provided sufficient hints for us to recognize the house in 
which the story is set. It is the house on the Mediterranean to which he 
moved in 1946—the house at Eze. And, it is in the “small room” of this 
house that he did most of his writing. Blanchot having provided his readers 
with this fact thus makes it possible to attribute an unmistakable biograph¬ 
ical significance to the text. 4 Does such a gesture not undo the “reduction” 
of all such references to which the recit owes its very consistency and speci¬ 
ficity? 5 Elowever, deprived of all definite specificity, the space in which the 
recit is set is therefore not the ghostly essence of a place; rather, deprived 
of all concrete specificity, it is a nonplace. It is no doubt a place without a 
specific location, but it is also one that is stripped of its very character as a 
place—a place that is barely a place anymore. It is a place where, more¬ 
over, “place” reverts invariably into a nonplace. Only as such can it be 
entered into by any reading worthy of its name. Even though one may 
recognize the voice of Blanchot in the narrative voice, the “I” in the narra¬ 
tive must be taken as “just” a “grammatical fold,” as Foucault so accurately 
noted. 6 

Invoking the theory of grammatical pronouns alone, however, may not 
be sufficient to characterize the status of the “I” in this recit. The narra¬ 
tor’s reference to himself as “I” and to his companion as “he” ( lui , or it) 
suggests, of course, that their encounter takes place within the element of 
language. But, does that therefore make them mere grammatical folds? 
Although the “I,” like the “he,” as well as all the enunciations of “we,” 
“you,” and the occasionally mentioned “Thou [ft/],” (including the “they” 
(i/s, or elles) of “Company! People!” [9]), are pronouns, grammatically 
speaking, they are also much more than grammatical categories; in fact, 
they are also much more than grammatical categories that have come alive 
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as, for example, in Callias of Athen’s Grammarian’s Tragedy. Like the 
words that the narrator says he is tempted to hold as “beings much more 
real than I was myself” (70), the pronouns in question are undoubtedly 
the agents of the narrative. However, in advance of names, standing in 
where no names are available or where the names have been factored out, 
these anonymous and faceless pronouns (which may, at times, acquire 
something of a name and face), that is, the “I” and the “he,” as well as all 
the other pronouns, are perhaps better described as categories or, more 
precisely, as existentialia, or categories of Dasein, that concern lived experi¬ 
ence. More precisely, these existentialia pertain to that which seems to 
replace experience in Blanchot. Here it becomes a matter of the frighten¬ 
ing and thoroughly impersonal ordeal or trial (epreuve) of selfhood and 
otherness that, paradoxically, is no longer truly lived by any subject, re¬ 
gardless of the subject’s empirical or transcendental status. This ordeal, in 
which all these existentialia entertain relations with one another, constantly 
deferring the formation of any sovereign self, such as an ego, therefore 
implies a narrative. And this narrative structure, in turn, entails a spacing 
temporality and a temporalized spacing in which events occur: on the one 
hand, a nondescript house with its various levels, spaces, and a garden 
visible through the bay windows, and on the other hand, the alternations 
of day and night and of winter and summer. These are the pruned spatial 
and temporal coordinates in which the narrative is made to unfold. One 
coordinate consists in a hollowed-out space in which “a place [is] reserved 
within a place” (24), while the other coordinate is a time that is “airless 
and rootless” (16). 7 Furthermore, we are dealing with a recit, not simply a 
narrative or fiction. More precisely, we are dealing with a re-citation, that 
is, a re-citing and an affirmation of the cited in which everything “ab¬ 
sences” itself in order to return, and in which everything is characterized 
by repeatability—a fact that points to the ghostly immateriality or ideality 
of the piece in question. To restore those aspects that needed to be ab¬ 
stracted for this peculiar ideality to come into view, would, paradoxically, 
undercut the very intelligibility or transparency that has been achieved 
through these efforts of abstraction. Of course, this is not to say that a 
philosophical approach or a discourse of a certain generality about this 
recit is possible only on condition that everything concrete is eliminated 
from it. Rather, it must be taken just as it is, in its very austerity and 
immateriality. Resistance to the fleshing out of the recit’ s naked skeleton 
is necessary if one is to read Blanchot’s text, if one is to read it in all its 
nakedness, as one must, since its very readability and intelligibility are 
intrinsically tied to this bareness. This is also to argue that, independent 
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of any context, the bare skeleton of the piece will and must remain intelli¬ 
gible. The transparency of the one who was standing apart from me is 
grounded in its gesture of purging and exiling everything concrete. 

This peculiar abstraction of Blanchot’s recit —this “reduction”—is a 
first hint of the status of the recit and of how it could be approached philo¬ 
sophically. In light of Husserl’s elaborations on the notion of reduction, 
such an approach would take place with a view toward essential subject 
matters and ideal structural forms, offering themselves in full self-evidence 
in unmediated intuition. Yet, despite its immateriality and abstraction, it 
is far from evident that the intricate textual relations spun by the recit are 
in any way essential in the phenomenological sense. Not only is it the case 
that the narrator’s gaze is not the familiar glance that fixes a single thing, 
focusing on the thing itself, but this glance is also always divided. Speaking 
of words, the narrator remarks: “I see them all, never one in particular, 
never one single one in the familiarity of an undivided gaze, and if, even 
so, I try to stare at one of them separately, what I’m looking at then is a 
terrible, impersonal presence, the frightening affirmation of something I 
don’t understand, don’t penetrate, that isn’t here and that nevertheless 
conceals itself in the ignorance and emptiness of my own gaze” (75-76). 
According to Husserl, evidence denotes a universal and primal phenome¬ 
non of intentional life. It is the character of intuiting a thing as it shows 
itself, as it were, in flesh and blood, in its true presence, that is, as it gives 
itself originaliter to an Ego. 8 Yet, what the narrator of the one who was stand¬ 
ing apart from me beholds is, much like his glance, divided to the extent 
that whatever he fixes, instantly turns into its reverse. He is not blessed by 
an experience of truth and no thing shows itself to his gaze as it is in its 
very essence. On the contrary, what he intuits is divided, thereby dividing 
his glance, and emptying it of all self-evident insight. Taking this into 
consideration then, in what sense is one to speak of reduction in Blanchot’s 
recit ? 

In the exchange of words between the companion and the narrator, 
between “him” [//«'] and “me” \je\, the companion occasionally interjects 
the phrase, “I wonder \Je me le demande ].” As the narrator explains, this 
phrase is “a sort of parenthesis in which time circulate[s]” (19). “Je me le 
demande ”—literally, “I ask myself (it)”—expresses a question one poses to 
oneself, particularly, when one is faced with a puzzling situation. It is a 
question to which generally no answer is given, since it presupposes a 
negative answer. The expression can further point to something that I ask 
of myself, a demand that I make upon myself, such as when, for example, 
the narrator remarks: “I don’t think I should ask it of myself \je ne dois pas 
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me le demandetf' (38). In the context of the recit, however, the phrase “Je 
me le demande,” functions as a parenthesis of sorts, performing something 
like a phenomenological reduction, or epoche. Although it is neither a me¬ 
thodical doubt with the view of establishing with certainty the existence 
of the thinking subject, nor a temporary putting out of work of the as¬ 
sumptions of the natural attitude in order to be able to focus on experienc¬ 
ing life itself, the interjectional utterance, “Je me le demande ”—seemingly 
directed at oneself, and also thrown between oneself and oneself— 
interrupts, and suspends, like Cartesian doubt, or the Husserlian epoche, 
ordinary consciousness and, in particular, natural time. However, unlike 
the phenomenological epoche, which renders natural time inoperative so 
that the structures of experience themselves become thematic, the paren¬ 
thetical remark, although it does suspend the natural flow of time, rather 
than enclosing it (and thus neutralizing what it encloses), opens up a space 
between its brackets; it is a space in which the circulation of time becomes 
manifest. The meaning of the formula in question thus suddenly becomes 
clear to the narrator when he realizes that his question about what the 
companion could have meant by “the foggy presence of that remark” 
comes too late. In advance of all meaning, the parenthetical remark whose 
very presence has already freed the space in which meaning can circulate, 
and with which meaning can never hope to catch up, has already occurred. 

The remark in question, which is triggered by the narrator’s inquiry 
into what might have happened in the past for him not to have always 
been here (that is, in the kitchen, and the house in which the narrative is 
set), and by his having moved farther and farther away, is repeated, and 
affirmed once more when the narrator asks: “Do you mean it hasn’t hap¬ 
pened yet?” (19), and the companion responds, “Yes, I wonder about 
that.” At this point, the anteriority of a parenthetical space of circulation 
that is prior to all determinate meaning and time is evident. But, subse¬ 
quent to the companion’s foggy performative speech act, the narrator 
“trie[s], in turn, to wonder about it.” For a moment, he thinks that he is 
succeeding and that “the place where [he] arrives was nothing less than 
that beautiful bright spot, the kitchen, for whose sake I had broken the 
silence and which I looked at now as though it had been the space open to 
the one who wondered about it. Was it here?” (19). The space opened up 
by the parenthetical remark, from which every concrete or determinate 
meaning, place and time has been removed so that this space can manifest 
itself is therefore also the space in which the narrator and companion cir¬ 
culate, exchange places, and, at times, even fuse into one another in ad¬ 
vance of their own distinct voices. In posing a question to myself that is 
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also posed to him who is me, the parenthetical remark, “Je me le demands ,” 
is, perhaps, a locution that even opens up the space of the text of the recit 
itself. In its “foggy presence,” this remark is of the order of an event: 
within this event an encounter with a companion takes place whose alterity 
is not the least diminished by the fact that, at times, he may be indistin¬ 
guishable from the narrator’s own reflection. 

At the core of the narrative of the one who was standing apart from me, 
suspended between inverted commas, are the words that make up the in¬ 
terchange between the “I” and the “he,” between the narrator and his 
companion. This conversation or dialogue consists of extremely terse and, 
at times, even curt interventions: short questions, even shorter replies, 
exclamations, and lapidary establishments of facts that are often followed 
by long silences. The terseness of the dialogue is all the more emphasized 
by the occasionally astonishing “flood of words” (14). More often than 
not the language in which these exchanges take place is that of ordinary 
speech. Indeed, “the impression of naturalness that [according to the nar¬ 
rator] had always marked our relations” (87) stands in sharp contrast to 
the complexity and the fierce logical consistency of the running commen¬ 
tary and the reflections that accompany them, and within which, by way 
of quotation marks, their voices are embedded. 9 It is a dissymmetric inter¬ 
change insofar as the narrator is the one who most often speaks first, al¬ 
though at rare moments, surprisingly, the companion is the one who 
initiates the dialogue. Among several inequities between the partners, this 
one in particular needs to be highlighted. Not only does “he” ask the 
narrator to speak but frequently “he” wants him to “describe things” (59). 
The companion, “incessantly, without stopping,” asks the narrator to talk 
to him. He demands that the narrator describe things despite the fact that, 
at one point, the narrator observes, “there’s nothing to describe, there’s 
almost nothing left” (59). And, though the narrator never thought his 
companion “might reveal anything important to” him (59), the latter, at 
all moments, depends on the former to “see.” “You mean that I should 
describe things to you as I see them?” the narrator asks repeatedly, to 
which the companion either replies, “As I would like to see them, as I 
would see them” (29) or, “as we are able to see them, as we will see them” 
(61), thereby drawing the narrator, against his will as it were, into a 
“shared vision” (61). At one point, when the possibility of “a completely 
different perspective”—and thus the “possibility of describing” things 
from another angle—offers itself to him, the narrator is led to consider 
playing “a friendly trick ... on [his] old companion” (31). 
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One reason for this incessant demand for description is that the com¬ 
panion is primarily “interested in facts” (1)—something that is established 
right from the beginning of the recit: “I had noticed that he liked facts, he 
had a strange curiosity, almost a passion for the simplest events and things, 
which he carried off‘to his side of things’ with a surprising, painful vorac¬ 
ity” (46). Furthermore, “when it was possible to speak to him in the lan¬ 
guage everyone spoke, and that language certainly seemed to be the 
language of facts” (1), this gluttonous, even “blind hunger in him” (59-60) 
for facts becomes all the more exacting. “Couldn’t you describe to me 
what you’re like?” the companion asks the narrator at one point (87). Of 
the two, only the narrator has eyes. And things need to be described to 
“him”—the companion—so that he, too, can “get it” and be able to say: 
“‘Well, I see, I see,’ as though really, for him something like a portrait 
had emerged from me” (89). The companion’s “ferreting. .. sort of eager¬ 
ness” for descriptions is “unilluminated [sans lumiere ]” (88), clearly indi¬ 
cating his lack of vision. It comes as no surprise that he inquires about the 
narrator’s eyes. When told that the latter has a smile on his face, “he asked 
feverishly: ‘Where is it? In the eyes?’ ‘In the eyes, too, I think.’” (88) In 
contrast to the narrator, the companion is in his element especially when 
the narrator resorts to ordinary language, this language being the language 
that corresponds to his interest in facts. Unlike the narrator’s eyes which 
are torn open by the “fissure still infinitesimal” (91) of a smile, the com¬ 
panion’s faceless face is, as it were, eyeless. But what kind of eyes are these 
that allow the narrator to see? What, or who opened them up for him? 
Might his open eyes not be those same eyes that, according to Heidegger, 
Husserl opened up for him? 10 

This dissymmetry between the partners in dialogue is not limited to 
what I have discussed so far. In contrast to his companion, who above 
all is interested in facts, the narrator is involved in constant reflections, 
comments, and reminiscences. Indeed, the crisp interchanges between the 
two are embedded in the long flow of a kind of inner dialogue in which 
the narrator reflects on his relation to his companion, his movements 
within the house, and on everything that occurs in the present, often by 
recalling similar events in the past. At the beginning of the story it is stated 
that the companion is “extraordinarily lacking in intentions,” (6) and that 
his “fierce singleness of mind apparently did not want to lead to anything” 
(9-10). At first, this means only that he pursues no goals and has no aims 
to motivate his inquiries. The companion even goes so far as to declare 
that he has no particular interest in himself (6). But given his prime inter¬ 
est in facts, this also seems to suggest that, unlike the narrator, the com¬ 
panion does not engage in any acts of consciousness other than those 
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directed toward facts; that is, he does not engage in acts directed upon his 
voracious appetite for facts. The narrator, by contrast, is not only inces¬ 
santly engaged in a variety of intentional acts—reflections, evaluations, 
reminiscences, and so forth—but also relentlessly busy reflecting on what 
he seems to experience. He never fails to accompany his lived experiences 
with elaborate reflections and never stopping to appraise them once they 
are put into brackets by the reflective attitude. He constantly inquires into 
how such experiences occur, seeking to come to terms with how their 
respective objects are given in such intentional acts. 

At this point, let us recall that in phenomenological thought, description 
is not just any neutral concept. Instead, it is raised to the level of a funda¬ 
mental methodological concept. For Husserl, description designates the 
specific intentionality of the kind of cognition that is concerned with the 
unmediated reality of lived experience and that, distinct from self-observa¬ 
tion, consists in a “radical consideration of the world” in which the world 
is approached as it is lived by consciousness and explored as it is given to 
us in the flowing alterations of the different manners of its givenness. 11 
Phenomenological description subtends and pervades the entirety of phe¬ 
nomenological thought. This is true not only because it applies to all 
things—to those given in sense perception as well as to things in a broad 
sense including ideal objects. Rather, phenomenological description is 
crucial precisely because description is the necessary correlate of the phe¬ 
nomenological conception of the thing, or the phenomenon, in so far as 
things show themselves, in the?tiselves. Phenomenological description is pri¬ 
marily a reflective attitude that becomes necessary at the very moment 
philosophical inquiry investigates the way things are given to conscious¬ 
ness. Indeed, saying that phenomenological description focuses on the 
things themselves is tantamount to saying that, paradoxically, its objects 
are not the objects in the sense of what is given in natural, everyday, or 
even scientific perception; at stake are the objects themselves as they show 
themselves in their essential phenomenal content. Indeed, if phenomena 
are what show themselves, it follows that their description is not so much 
concerned with objects in a naturalistic and positivistic sense, but with the 
modalities in which they are given to an Ego. That is, description is con¬ 
cerned with how I live, and experience these objects in the various inten¬ 
tional acts that are directed upon them. Consequently, phenomenological 
description is not merely a reflective attitude—one that becomes possible 
only after the things as they are beheld in the naturalistic attitude are (by 
way of a phenomenological reduction) put into brackets with the effect 
that they can show themselves as they are themselves , and thus become 
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thematized as correlates of intentional acts of consciousness. More pre¬ 
cisely, it is an attitude that glances at and intuits what shows itself and is 
experienced as such. 12 

As I have already pointed out, the dialogue between the narrator and 
his companion is inserted within an untiring flow of analyses, commentar¬ 
ies, and reflections to which the former subjects everything that occurs to 
him. This is particularly (but not exclusively) the case with the words that 
circulate between the partners in their dialogue. In Blanchot’s recit, how¬ 
ever, description is not limited to purely internal description, on the basis 
of which the complex of meaning can become the object of intuition; de¬ 
scription is also performed in response to the demand of an other, the 
narrator’s companion. Even though the narrator occasionally asks his 
companion for a break in order to reflect before answering the compan¬ 
ion’s demand for description—“Can I reflect on it?” (9)—and even though 
the companion, for his part, wants “to keep himself at a distance from 
‘reflection,’ ” (9), only urging the narrator to describe things for him to be 
able to see them, nevertheless, the demand for description in fact rests on 
the narrators own reflections on his lived experiences and ordeals. But if 
the descriptions offered to the companion allow the latter to see—to see 
what he wishes to see, namely facts—then what do the narrator’s reflec¬ 
tions do for him (the narrator)? Thought, or reflection, is experienced by 
the narrator as a way of distancing himself from his companion. It is also 
a way of interrupting the movement “by which,” according to the narra¬ 
tor, “what I said escaped me” (9). As he readily admits, “the tranquil delay, 
the suspension that I granted myself so often while ‘reflecting,’” (45) is, 
first of all, a “refuge” (10) from the too great proximity to his companion. 
Hence it is also a means of preventing the circle from closing. Even 
though phenomenological description of phenomena is concerned with 
things as they present themselves—thus not aiming beyond the phenom¬ 
ena at something that would be generalizable—description nonetheless 
aims at universality, or apriority. The aim of description is to exhibit the 
universal structures of the intentional acts by which the givenness of what 
shows itself occurs. 

Yet, what does the description of and the reflection upon the narrator’s 
experiences in the one who was standing apart from me yield? If it is indeed 
true that the companion sees things once the narrator has described them 
to him—seeing them as he would like to see them (presumably, as facts)— 
then the narrator’s seeing is far from unproblematic. It is certainly not 
comparable to a phenomenological intuition in which things are beheld in 
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their originary givenness and evidence. Indeed, the narrator does not al¬ 
ways enjoy the privilege of sight in the brightness of a light that “evokes 
the most certain moment of the day, a midday freed of the seasons and the 
hours” (18). More often than not, his sight is blurred and he is compelled 
to admit that he can’t see very clearly (15). He not only acknowledges that, 
“there was no more day for me” (81), but, at one point, he also admits 
that the description he has offered to his companion is not yet complete 
(93). Furthermore, whatever the narrator gazes at—for example, the trou¬ 
bling presence of the figure of someone else on the premises—not only 
becomes fixed, “riveted to a single point by the fact that I was riveting it 
with my gaze,” it also gets emptied out: “It was no longer more than that 
point, then, an empty, silent point, an empty moment that had become 
tragically foreign to my gaze at the very moment when my gaze became 
the error of what rivets, and my gaze itself was empty, did not enter that 
zone, entered it without reaching it, encountered only the emptiness, the 
closed circle of its own vision” (38). Distinct from the figure’s glance 
which embraces the entire space without seeing the narrator, the narra¬ 
tor’s gaze, precisely because it zooms in on him, is bereaved of all spatial 
and temporal coordinates. As a result, what he beholds shrivels up to be¬ 
come nothing less than a meaningless spot. By the same token, the very 
glance that fixed it itself gets emptied out. Though the narrator is en¬ 
dowed with sight, what he sees, in becoming fixed, gets emptied out to the 
point where he no longer sees anything. Everything he fixates upon turns 
into its opposite and his gaze, in taking in something precise, devolves into 
its contrary to become a vacant staring into the void. 

The companion who, for his part, lacks sight and needs the narrator’s 
descriptions in order to see “sees,” but only after things are described to 
him. By contrast, the mysterious figure that the narrator first perceives 
through the large bay windows of the house, and later in the house itself, 
is endowed with vision. Somewhat like the narrator, who, when looking at 
the room as a whole, “does not see objects distinctly” (50), the figure in 
question sees with a view to the larger context: “without pausing where I 
was, [he] stared rapidly, with an intense but rapid gaze, at the whole ex¬ 
panse and depth of the room” (15). Vision, rather than being a function of 
a single ego, is thus divided up and shared between at least three different 
protagonists. It is also seemingly divided up into its distinct functions: the 
fixing of distinct objects versus the space within which they are located; a 
seeing of things that jumps from one determination to another versus get¬ 
ting things straight, as facts, and so forth. The shared vision that the com¬ 
panion demands is a di-v ision, a partitioning of vision. I would also like to 
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draw attention to the narrator’s eyes, divided as they are by the infinites¬ 
imal difference of a smile. Without pursuing further the strange commu¬ 
nity between the various protagonists in the narrative, I only point out 
that the modalities within which the narrator’s reflections, observations, 
and remarks take place cast light on how he sees and experiences. “Per¬ 
haps,” “probably,” and “apparently” are among the various adverbial lo¬ 
cutions that repeatedly modulate all of his observations. Certitude is left 
to the narrator only “on condition that it be insignificant, yes, deprived of 
meaning and truth” (40). 

At one point in the narrative, when the narrator is made to realize that 
everything that has been said has kept passing over the same point again, 
that the same thing has been eternally said again and again, and has eter¬ 
nally remained lacking, he observes that “now, it will no longer be possible 
for me to reflect” (50). Yet, parenthetically, he remarks: “when I reflected, 
I did not reflect, properly speaking, it was like a prayer addressed to time, 
asking it please to do its work” (50). As the narrator admits, even in the 
past he never reflected properly. Reflection never gives rise to essential 
insights then, insights into the essence of what, through description, is 
supposedly allowed to show itself as such. No eidetic is proposed here. At 
one point, the narrator’s ability to describe is said to be impaired by a new 
light; it prevents him from describing what he perceives—“from maintain¬ 
ing it firmly in a description”—and thus makes him unable to grasp it (52). 
“It wasn’t a questioning of remembering, and wasn’t I really there, wasn’t 
I in it, really, as he had suggested to me? I did not refuse to believe it, but 
my belief also lacked reality, so that I didn’t really believe it” (52). This 
passage seems to suggest that, whatever the status of the narrator’s reality 
or presence in the here and now, it is his very ability to experience that is 
at issue. The mere possibility of lacking presence or of not really being 
there thoroughly undermines the possibility of a firm, lived experience. 
And if there is no lived experience, then there is no description or reflec¬ 
tion either. Yet, did the narrator not already admit that even when he 
reflected in the past, this was not reflection properly speaking? As a prayer 
addressed to time, it was “only” the demand that time do its work. What 
could this mean? 

Speaking of his inability to describe, the narrator avers: “. . . this had 
to do with my relations with him, with the solitude of that ‘we’ in which I 
had to hold myself, always distancing him [l’ecartant\ so that, in that dis¬ 
tance [ecart], he could express himself and I could understand him, in 
which I had to hold myself, but not withdraw . . . this was what I thought” 
(52-3). What is true of expression and understanding is true of vision as 
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well. It requires the space and the time of a distancing or a keeping apart, 
for the parts (my part, his part) to fall into play. Seeing can only occur in 
this distancing. Reflection, as a means of creating distance and delay, 
rather than thematizing what things are as such, is thus precisely what 
creates this essential apartness without which no dialogue, no vision held 
in common, is conceivable. In Blanchot’s recit, reflection distributes the 
parts that are necessary for a conversation and a shared vision to become 
possible. It is in this conversation that the narrator describes what he be¬ 
holds to his companion so that the latter is able to see as well. Here, the 
experience of vision is, by definition, to be shared as a division. Reflection, 
then, to say it as succinctly as possible, is here no longer a phenomenologi¬ 
cal attitude by dint of which things as they are can themselves come into 
view. Rather, reflection is here involved in securing the dimension in 
which all the parts are carved out so that a dialogue and vision can occur 
in the first place. No light, no transparency, no clarity, no evidence, and, 
properly speaking, no certainty any longer characterizes this space and 
time. It is a space or a dimension where the only certainty the narrator 
possesses, is perhaps only “the certainty of being at a turning point” (55). 
Here the narrator is described as undergoing an “errant coming and 
going” (52) where he experiences the passing of one aspect of things into 
the other. If there is any certainty at all here, then it is that of a pivoting 
that invariably destabilizes any fixed position; it is a pivot like the one 
“around which what was threat turned immediately into hope” (72). 

This space, this region in which everything without exception turns 
into its opposition, or its underside, is that of a dissimulation in which all 
determined meaning is erased and nothing firm remains. Blanchot desig¬ 
nates it as the outside, or the night. Only by making every experience turn 
immediately into its opposite does this region reveal itself in all its alterity. 
Yet, if every experience reverts always to its flipside, then there is no longer 
any experience of this or that particular thing, and, in one and the same 
breath, no pole of experience; there is no ego anymore. For all these rea¬ 
sons, the reflection on what is described in Blanchot’s narrative never ar¬ 
rives at essential insights—insights in which the things themselves offer 
themselves in their originary self-givenness and full self-evidence; what¬ 
ever is beheld immediately faces its double, its opposite, or reveals an un¬ 
derside. Strictly speaking, in a situation where whatever is beheld reverts 
into its opposite, no description takes place. But if there can be no descrip¬ 
tion properly speaking because whatever becomes the object of a descrip¬ 
tion is something whose figure stands in contrast to the night from which 
it has arisen—and into which it is again always susceptible of dissolving 
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since it belongs to it insofar as it has arisen from it, and insofar as it imme¬ 
diately calls upon its opposite—then it is even more improbable that there 
could be a description and an eidetic characterization of the night itself, 
precisely because it is nothing but this milieu of dissimulation in which 
everything stops resembling itself. The milieu of the night has no figure, 
essence, or meaning. 

This may also be the appropriate point to discuss the narrator’s constant 
questioning of his own resources, his constant anxiety that he does not have 
the necessary strength to go on. From the very first page he tries to make 
his companion understand that he has “exhausted [his] resources,” and is 
“at the end of [his] strength” (1); he is not managing the enterprise that has 
been entrusted to him. If he does not fight his companion like an adversary, 
it is because his forces are not up to it. But, if he “wasn’t yielding either,” 
it is especially because “yielding would have required more strength than 
[he] had.” (2). On the other hand, when he reflects on the task with which 
he is confronted, he notes that, although he “might not have the strength 
to bear” its seriousness, at the moment he is about to collapse, it gave him 
back “a superabundance of strength” (84). As a result, although exhausted 
by the task demanded of him, he also has “the strength to perform it, the 
two fit each other exactly, as a cut fits the knife blade that made it” (84). 
Yet, as soon as the possibility presents itself of “receiving] an increase in 
strength,” this is more often than not a “strength to which [he] can’t con¬ 
sent” (77). In any event, the recit does not simply stage an economy of 
forces, strength, or, more precisely, a pattern of the distribution of forces, 
since, as the narrator remarks, his “strength is divided up, spread out 
through the whole of [his] life” (84). Rather, the forces (or the lack thereof) 
in this play are also different in kind: they are powers [pouvoir], potencies 
[puissance], strengths [force ], and so on. Now, what is it precisely that draws 
on the narrators powers, and, at times, provides him with strength? After 
noticing that his companion withdraws or exiles himself from his vicinity 
in order to address him, it occurs to the narrator that the companion not 
only faces “the fascinating need to distance himself under the pretext of 
coming close,” but that he himself also “first had to distance him [that is, 
the companion], and the greater the distance was, the more profound and 
true the speech was, like everything that comes from far away” (44-45). It 
is precisely this need to open up an interval between the “I” and the “he” 
that explains why, as the narrator muses, “I had to expend such strength in 
these conversations” (49). The efforts that draw on the narrator’s strengths, 
constantly threatening him with exhaustion, derive from this need to put a 
distance between oneself and the other. It is a distancing and a moving 
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away from him so that a space and an interval within which an exchange 
can take place will open up. Repeatedly, the narrator remarks that he does 
not struggle with his companion; the latter is not an adversary, and what 
goes on between them is not on the order of a struggle. By contrast, the 
opening up of an interval to make dialogue possible is itself “a silent, pow¬ 
erful struggle” (45) which consumes the narrator’s strengths to such a de¬ 
gree that, as he admits: “I had to deprive myself of life, abstain from 
myself” (45). 

However uncertain the narrator may be about the precise reasons for 
the incessant demands that are made on his resources, it is clear that the 
extraordinary expense of force is demanded by the necessity of preventing 
the other from being here and present, for, in such a circumstance, no 
communication with him would be possible. The companion seems to 
indicate this when he responds to the narrator’s claim that he is not alone: 
“Is it that you’re not here?” (44). Hence, the companion draws attention 
to the fact that the narrator’s presence must be hollowed out for there to 
be the space in which he can communicate with his partner. But the narra¬ 
tor’s worry about his strengths is not simply a question about the distance 
of his companion; it is also a matter of the spacing and temporalizing of 
his own here or presence: without it being emptied out, no distribution of 
positions such as those of an “I” and a “he” can fall into place. And again, 
without this no conversation could then occur. Is this not the task and the 
responsibility that is incumbent on the narrator from the beginning of the 
recit ? Is this what demands all of his strengths? And, what about the narra¬ 
tor’s repetition of his resolution: “I will continue to go in this direction, 
never in any other” (41)? If this way is, above all, toward his companion, 
then does this not also provide a clue for what it is that costs him so much 
strength? Additionally, one should not lose sight of the fact that, if it is 
necessary to put a distance between oneself and the other for communica¬ 
tion to be possible, then a redoubled effort is necessary if such distancing 
also harbors the inevitable possibility of “forgetfulness” (85). 

Turning back to the narrator’s glance—and above all to the light within 
which it occurs—keep in mind what has been said thus far about the play 
of forces in the recit. the one who was standing apart front me is pervaded by 
light. Everything occurs in the medium of light, or the lack thereof. And, 
everything has a light of its own. Light, as that within which phenomena 
appear, is a major thematic concern of the narrative, in contrast with much 
of phenomenology in which light is merely presupposed. Not only are 
there the different qualities of daylight depending on how much remains 
of it as the day progresses, but, at times, the narrator is struck by the 
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“poverty of the day . . . the extraordinary thinness of the day, its tenuous¬ 
ness, its superficial brilliance.” It is on that very same day that he admits 
that “it was certainly a very beautiful day, but terribly worn” (84). The 
day is also called “dreamy” when it hides the narrator from himself (63). 
There is also the light of the different seasons which strike one with feel¬ 
ings that are opposed to what one may expect, such as when the summer 
light in the “little room” is said to be “not without coldness” (26). At one 
point, the narrator calls night “the brilliant light of the summer” (62). In 
addition, there is the light inside the house where, when it becomes too 
dark, the lights are turned on (23), and the outside light, such as that of 
the little garden is a “reserve of space and light toward which I was still 
allowed to turn” (44). The light also varies from room to room—from the 
darkness, or half-light in some room, to the dimly lit storeroom, to “the 
beautiful bright spot” (19) of the kitchen, into which, through a small 
window, “a brightness poured down which evoked the most certain mo¬ 
ment of the day, a midday freed of the seasons and the hours,” a “silent 
light” (18). In “the little room” in particular, there is “a shiver of a light 
so startling” that “it made [the narrator] enter the heart of summer” (26); 
it is in this brightness that he contemplates “the splendor of limitlessness 
. . . as the unique moment and sovereign intensity of the outside” (44), a 
light so bright indeed that he even compares it to the “strange, dreamy 
daylight [of the little garden], a daylight as luminous as I could have imag¬ 
ined” (53). This daylight pales in comparison to the light in this little 
room—that is, the light of the outside. In this case, light is not simply 
evocative of the day or the seasons, for they themselves have their particu¬ 
lar brightness or darkness. Here, light itself undergoes qualitative changes: 
there is light that is somber, but also the light that, independently of all 
contexts, is unusually bright. In addition, there is “a light that was not 
entirely light, that [only] resembled it” (53). 

Words too have their own light. Sometimes they have “another sort of 
light” than the one hoped for (30); a figurative light endows some of them 
with a “cruel transparency” (13). Things and affects have their own light, 
such as pain that shines with “a tranquil light” (20). Furthermore, the 
narrator’s perceptions are themselves endowed with light, as when he no¬ 
tices through the window, “in a flash—a flash that was the shining, tran¬ 
quil light of summer,” the figure of someone, an impression “so vivid that 
it was like a spasm of brightness, a shiver of cold light” (17). The same 
holds true with an insight whose “diffuse manifestness [evidence] ” is char¬ 
acterized as “a tempting light toward which truth itself drove” the narra¬ 
tor (20). And, beyond all of these concerns, there is the narrator’s need of 
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light in order to see. There are moments when, unable to see clearly “in 
his own way, [he] was looking for the daylight, even if I had to be content 
with an errant, imprisoned gleam, the scintillation of an instant, which I 
sometimes almost preferred to the light of the world” (35). At other mo¬ 
ments everything seems to him “illuminated with a new, blinding light” 
(80). But there are also moments when desire takes him to the night, and 
when he confides that “in my expectation of that night, I no longer saw 
anything of the day but its dreamy lightness, the light that seemed to have 
lost the edge of its manifestness [evidence] and in which I could not make 
out anything, not even that the day was not lacking to me” (85). However, 
when he is illuminated [illumine], he also seeks to illuminate [eclairer] 
things to his companion. When it is revealed to him how difficult, how 
impossible it is for his companion to speak “a revelation that became wed¬ 
ded to the day,” the narrator remarks that, afterward, “there was no more 
day for me” (81). But then, toward the very end of the re'cit, there is also 
the reference to “the work of another day,” which “is also the smile of the 
day and this smile is only the more beautiful because of it, as though in this 
smile its protective envelope begins to dissolve and into this dissolution 
penetrates a light that is closer to me, more human” (92). 

Light is not only multilayered and multifaceted. There is another dif¬ 
ference that is perhaps more intriguing: the difference within light, 
namely, a difference between light and itself. It is the difference between 
light and “light” (39). While strongly sensing at one point the presence of 
someone else besides himself and his companion, the narrator is “illumi¬ 
nated” to such a degree by the “shiver of his approach” that he is con¬ 
vinced that his companion had to believe in his presence as well. However, 
the quick question that the latter poses to him, “Do you see him at this 
moment?” makes him realize “that the light [he] had just traveled through 
wanted to illuminate something quite different,” namely, “the very answer 
[he] gave him at that moment in all its ‘light’: ‘Yes, I have seen him be¬ 
fore’ ”(39). Having already encountered the crucial function of parenthesis 
in the one who was standing apart from me, the suspension of a word—in 
particular a word such as “light” when put between inverted commas— 
should not escape the reader’s attention. Suspended within quotes, “light” 
is, no doubt, a citation of, or the mentioning of the word light that was 
used in the previous sentence. But, suspended in this way it also becomes 
modulated in other fashions. Is it a light “that [is] not entirely light, that 
[only] resembles it” (53)? In the exchange that takes place, the narrator is 
said to be illuminated to such a degree by the conviction of the mysterious 
presence of an other, that his response to the companion’s question is 
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given in the “light” of “something quite different” than what the latter’s 
question called for. The narrator’s response, “Yes, I have seen him be¬ 
fore,” not only fails to respond to the query of whether he sees the other 
at this moment, but also addresses the fact that, earlier in the narrative, 
the narrator had already seen him and gave the same answer to the com¬ 
panion’s inquiry: “Have you ever seen him before?” (31). At that time, the 
response: “ ‘Yes, I have seen him before’. .. was suddenly torn from [him]” 
(31). Now, however, it is qualified as “a mad thing to say,” one that sud¬ 
denly “slipped out” (39). In light of the light that now illuminates him so 
powerfully regarding the imposing presence of this other someone, giving 
the response that he has already seen him before strikes the narrator as 
“the most somber thing that could happen to [himself]” (39; translation 
modified). The light that characterizes the narrator’s response is thus a 
qualified light. Compared to the light that illuminated the indubitable 
presence of someone other, the light that permeates the response and con¬ 
stitutes its intelligibility, only resembles light; it is a somber light, a light 
that is not a light—a light suspended between quotation marks and brack¬ 
eted as it were. The difference that these quotation marks make is conse¬ 
quently one between light in all its uncompromising, overwhelming 
brightness and limitlessness, and a light that “reject[s] such a light” (39). 

As the events that directly precede the utterance of the phrase show, 
the narrator’s sudden response, “Yes, I have seen him before”—though it 
escaped him, against his will, or against his better insight—did not happen 
without good reason. When he is asked by his companion whether he is 
frightened by the presence of the other or not, he is startled by the word 
frightening: “All of a sudden I saw it with a force that, in fact, did not leave 
me intact: what had been there was frightening [efrrayant], was what I 
could not associate with [avec quoi je tiepouvais frayer], and in this slipping, 
it seemed to me that I myself could no longer associate [frayer] with any¬ 
one, not even with myself” (39). By changing the subject, or as the French 
original has it, the horizon, the companion’s question of whether he is not 
frightened makes the narrator aware that the presence of the other and 
the light that makes his being there (or here) unquestionably evident, is so 
overwhelming that it stifles the possibility of any relation between himself 
and this other—insofar as the latter is a presence of unbearable full¬ 
ness—in addition to stifling the relations with all possible others, including 
himself as an other. Recall the importance of the motif of opening up or 
of tracing paths in the recit. From the beginning, the narrator is on his 
way, relentlessly journeying toward the companion on paths that he cuts. 
One of the dissymmetries that characterizes the relation between “I” and 
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“him” is that “he had to content himself with the paths I drew for him” 
(8). It is the narrator who clears the paths on which “he” can approach 
him. Yet, on occasion, “without waiting for me to clear a path for him” 
(82), “he showed he was capable of coming to me by a path I had not laid 
out” (43), that is, he comes “by unprepared paths” (70). What is so fright¬ 
ful about the presence of the other—what throws the narrator, as the 
etymology of the French verb effrayer would seem to suggest, from a pre¬ 
viously tranquil, or peaceful state—is something that takes the form of a 
horizon. Rather than representing the Husserlian space for phenomena to 
come into a meaningful appearance, this horizon seems to foreclose, by 
way of the unmitigated presence of the other, all possible otherness and, 
hence, all relations. If the narrator realizes that he cannot relate to the 
overwhelming light of such a presence, then this is because it inhibits the 
tracing of the paths that are necessary in order to relate to others and 
oneself. 

In the light of the uncompromising light, to acknowledge that he has 
already seen the other is, in the narrator’s words, to follow “the cowardly 
impulse ... to replace the disconcerting with the familiar, and, out of a 
desire to master the unknown, [to replace it] with the already known” (39). 
In the light of the light that so illuminated him (and in the context of the 
realization that such a light is frightful to the extent that it inhibits all 
association with others and oneself), the recourse to the “light” of recog¬ 
nition is undoubtedly of the order of a fall since it represents an attempt 
to master the unknown and replace it with the already familiar. Nonethe¬ 
less, the narrator asks: “And yet, could I reject such a light?” (39). By 
stating that he “will continue to go in this direction, never in any other” 
(41), he affirms unmistakably his commitment to light in all its infinity. 
Yet this merciless light is also one in which everything dissolves, in which 
all figures loose their contrasting difference. Paradoxically, this light is 
thus indistinguishable from the opaqueness of the night and the emptiness 
of the void. According to the narrator: 

For me, “in this direction” no doubt indicated where he was, the intermi¬ 
nable, the place where the moments led me back to such a point of uncer¬ 
tainty and sterility that what had preceded them was obliterated, that they 
themselves were obliterated. Infinite moments, which I could not master, 
and the most terrible thing was that, as a constant pressure, I felt the duty 
to make myself their master, to orient them, to transmit to them that pres¬ 
sure, which sought to make them slide toward an end to which they could 
not consent. I could not entirely resist this pressure, this imperious narra¬ 
tion, it was inside me like an order, an order that I was giving myself, that 
unsettled me, dragged me along, obliged me to wonder. (41) 
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It is precisely because of this light, in whose pitiless brightness every¬ 
thing becomes dissimilar and all certainties dissolve, that the pressure and 
the duty to perform the impossible task of mastering in “light” the un¬ 
known (and thus inevitably the possibility of erring) arises. While affirm¬ 
ing light in all its merciless intransigency and, with it, “the emptiness of 
the reflections [reflets]” into which everything dissolves in the blinding 
brightness of this light, the narrator also affirms “the transparent vision of 
the day” (41) in which the unknown becomes known, the anonymous ac¬ 
quires a name, and the figureless gains a shape, or a figure. Such an affir¬ 
mation of “light” and its transparency can only take place in a struggle 
with the inexorable light to which the narrator also remains committed. 
This struggle consists in a bracketing, as it were, of the merciless light, so 
that a narrower light—a light suspended between its quotation marks— 
comes to the fore. It is a light that, however limited it may be, is itself the 
openness of natural light. “I had to fight against the interminable and yet 
lift it up to the daylight” (42). The struggle with the interminable thus 
consists in wrenching from it the light of the day, a “light” that, although 
it only resembles light, in its transparency, enables things to acquire fig¬ 
ures thereby allowing them to resemble themselves and thus be identifi¬ 
able. The transparency of the day (and the possibility of erring that 
concurs with its truth) is a clarity that, despite its narrowness, originates 
in the inexorable light insofar as it is won from it precisely by being lifted 
up into the daylight. This struggle for transparency which, in the the one 
who was standing apart from me , is also associated with “the will to remain 
on my feet [debout],” “connected to myself” with “faithfulness and serious¬ 
ness” (42), and, more generally, with ordinary everydayness, also causes 
“light” and what appears within it—the things that resemble them¬ 
selves—no longer to be a natural given that have “the authority of ob¬ 
viousness [evidence].” Rather, “light” is “a prodigy,” something almost 
“gratuitous, unjustified, incontestable, but not sure” (43). Since the trans¬ 
parency of the day—natural light—has to be won in a struggle against a 
pitilessly leveling light, the very fact that there is something as fragile as 
natural light is simply extraordinary. To be able to wrench it from a light 
that is so blindingly bright that it is inseparable from the night is nothing 
short of a miracle. Rather than being self-evident or something that is 
given in an originary intuition, such an existence is a “prodigious” fact, 
something so extraordinary that it gains prophetic significance, though it 
is “prophetic in the absence of time” (72). 

As I have argued, the narrator feels pressured. He senses the duty to 
struggle for the transparency of “light” against the interminable and dis¬ 
simulating light. In his words: “Go up, go down, but even in the shadows 
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and as far as possible, one must fight for transparency” (42)—“Lutter pour 
la transparence, il le faut.” 13 One must struggle for transparency, it must 
be! This injunction draws its urgency from the contrast in which it stands 
to the other demand, the other demand coming from the interminable 
light that remains indistinguishable from the night. One must struggle for 
transparency! It is imperative! 

In the one who was standing apart from me, such transparency is that of 
“the little room” situated in the upper part of the house. This room is also 
the brightest room—“the floating fantasy of summer” (26). “With a clear, 
joyful knowledge,” the narrator acknowledges the strong impression of 
life—of “a radiant life” (27)—that emanates from this little room, and to 
which he is attracted. “This is open space, I said to myself, the vast coun¬ 
try: here I work” (27). The narrator feels himself powerfully connected to 
this room. And even if the life, happiness, and radiance of the day that he 
associates with it is, at this stage in the recit, only a vision that rapidly 
“consum[es] itself to the transparency of a single point” and one single 
instant, he still feels, in his words, 

. . . under its domination, because of this my master, in the impression that 
here a sovereign event was taking place and that to live consisted for me in 
being eternally here and at the same time in revolving only around here, in 
an incessant voyage, without discovery, obedient to myself and equal to 
sovereignty. Yes, this was the highest degree of life and even though, 
through this life, I had strayed into a deadly realm and deadly solitude, I 
could say: it must be, it must be—I draw you to myself in a powerful way. 
(27-28) 

The transparency that is called for, the one that is concurrent with 
life, work, knowledge, reason, mastery, and sovereignty (and philosophy 
as well), remains an exigency even though such a life of work and illumi¬ 
nating knowledge leads to the “cold thought” (27) of that deadly realm in 
which light is one and the same as the night. The deadly realm from which 
transparency must be wrested (which at the same time is therefore also the 
possibility of life), in a struggle that draws on the narrator’s forces and 
exhausts him (at least) as much as the dissolution of his “I” in this region 
of dissemblance and sameness, and in light of which the transparency that 
is won inevitably shrivels to resembling, at best, only a single point of 
transparency, does not therefore make this vision, revelation, and proph¬ 
ecy any less imperative. It must be! 

The pressure to bring about transparency is indivisible from the pres¬ 
sure and the imperious order to narrate. Although the direction to which 
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the narrator is committed—“I will continue to go in this direction, never 
in any other”—is that of “the interminable, the place where the moments 
led me back to such a point of uncertainty and sterility that what had 
preceded them was obliterated, that they themselves were obliterated” 
(41), in short, to what he cannot master yet—he also feels “a constant 
pressure . . . the duty to make myself their master, to orient them, to 
transmit to them that pressure, which sought to make them slide toward 
an end to which they could not consent. I could not entirely resist this 
pressure, this imperious narration, it was inside me like an order, an order 
that I was giving myself, that unsettled me, dragged me along, obliged me 
to wander” (41). It is not possible to outline here, however roughly, what 
orients the one who was standing apart from me, that is, the end to which 
Blanchot makes everything slide. As Foucault has remarked, toward the 
end of the narrative, “the appearance of a smile that lacks a face but which 
finally carries a silent name” announces something like the promise of a 
beginning. 14 On the redds last page, the narrator speaks to himself, incit¬ 
ing himself not to distance his companion: “draw him to you instead, lead 
him to you, clear the way for him, call him, call him softly by his name. 
By his name? but I mustn’t call him, and at this moment I couldn’t. You 
can’t? at this moment? But it is the only moment, it is urgently necessary, 
you haven’t said everything to him, the essential part is missing, the de¬ 
scription must be completed, ‘It must be. Now! Now!’ ” (93). The descrip¬ 
tion must go on, it must be completed, it must be completed by filling in 
the essential part that is missing. Yet, in spite of the fact that “all the force 
of the day had to strain toward that end, rise toward it” (93), everything 
disappears; it disappears with the day at the moment the end comes, but 
the demand that “Now!” the description must be completed, that the vi¬ 
sion which, “alas, [was] only a vision,”—yet “What a vision!” it was (27)— 
continues to resonate with the undiminished urgency that transparency 
there must be! 



CHAPTER 15 


The Veil, the Fold, the Image 

On Gustave Flaubert’s Salammbo 


. . . inquietude du voile dans le temple avec des plis 
significatifs et un peu sa dechirure. 

STEPHANE MALLARME 1 


As demonstrated by his correspondence, Gustave Flaubert thought of Sa- 
lavnnbo as an archaeological novel. To Mile Leroyer de Chantepie, he 
writes in 1857: “I busy myself . . . with archaeological work about one of 
the least known periods of antiquity, and which work is a preparation for 
another one. I will write a novel whose action is set three centuries before 
Jesus Christ.” 2 And to Ernest Feydeau, whom at one point he asked for 
help in his research, he speaks of the preparatory work for his Carthagi¬ 
nian novel as “formidable archaeological work.” 3 Undoubtedly, with the 
term archaeology, Flaubert refers to the huge amount of research that he 
had to undertake in order to write a novel situated in one of the least 
studied periods of antiquity. Thus understood, an archeological novel 
would be identical with a historical novel, were it not for the fact that, by 
having undermined the conventions of the genre, Flaubert not only drew 
the wrath of his contemporary critics who considered Salammbo a total 
failure but, actually, may have been aiming at something else entirely. 4 As 
he admitted to Feydeau, he intended his archaeological work to be only 
tentative—“As far as the archaeology is concerned, it will only be ‘proba¬ 
ble.’ ” 5 Still, even though on one other occasion he even went so far as to 
claim that he did not care at all about archeology, the question remains 
whether the evocation of the term archaeology in the context of the novel 
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Salammbo might not then refer to a concern different from what is studied 
by the scientific discipline that goes by that name? 6 Indeed, I would like 
to entertain here the possibility that, apart from having combined archeo¬ 
logical research and intuition, Flaubert might also have had in mind a 
more literal understanding of the title archaeology, perhaps taking it to 
mean the study of the origin and the ground in a more philosophical, 
metaphysical, or even mystical sense, but not therefore, in an irrational 
sense. 

Apart from its epic qualities, one of the distinguishing features of this 
work to which literary critics have paid significant attention is Flaubert’s 
taste for the tableau, manifest not only in the superbly painted landscapes, 
the plastic effects of his descriptions, but also stylistically and syntactically, 
that is, in Flaubert recourse to the imparfait (imperfect tense), where, in¬ 
deed, a preterit would have been required—a painter’s device, as Victor 
Brombert puts it, by which movement is immobilized into a pose, and a 
sense of statuesque grandeur is achieved. 7 Speaking of Salammbo, a critic 
writes: “[Flaubert] has loaded the epic with all the tableaux of history that 
it could support; he has enriched the painting of history with all the splen¬ 
dor of words that could replace colors.” 8 Other critics have spoken of the 
visionary madness of Flaubert’s descriptions of the city of Carthage and 
have compared his operatic depictions of the battle scenes to paintings by 
Delacroix and even Goya. Indeed, the imagery material of Salammbo is 
extraordinary, not simply for the dazzling profusion of its images, whether 
realistic, symbolic, or oneiric, but especially for the “prodigious richness 
of unforeseeable forms that Salammbo contains.” 9 But this concern with 
the visible, visibility, and vision is manifest as well in the regular depiction 
of its characters as engaged in vision, in the various modalities of their 
perception, and in the perspectives and the vantage points from which 
they observe and see. 10 Hence the question arises of a possible link be¬ 
tween the archaeological novel and, not only this extraordinary visual 
material, but the images themselves. Could it be that Flaubert’s archaeo¬ 
logical inquiry in Salammbo is one also into the image as an archae, a begin¬ 
ning and a principle, into an image, then, that, rather than being a 
reproduction that effaces itself in front of what it shows, is a power— 
perhaps, the power to give to see in the first place? 

I’ll begin with a succinct summary of the plot of the novel whose action 
takes place during the Mercenary War of 241-238 bc, which pitted the 
mercenaries that Carthage had hired to fight the Romans in the immedi¬ 
ately preceding first Punic War against their former employers who were 
now unable, or unwilling, to fulfill their promises. Matho, the leader of the 
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mercenary army, falls in love with Salammbo, who is both the daughter of 
the Carthaginian general, Hamilcar, and a worshiper of the moon goddess 
Tanit, who, in the Carthaginian pantheon, is opposed to the sun god, Mo¬ 
loch. Since Carthage’s power rests with its possession of a sacred veil—the 
zaimph—which covers this goddess’s effigy in her temple, Spendius, a wily 
former slave of the Carthaginian general who has been freed by the merce¬ 
naries, uses Matho’s infatuation with Salammbo and his belief that she is 
the moon goddess herself, to raid her temple and steal the sacred mantle 
of the goddess so as to cause the Carthaginians to fall into despondency. 
Covered by the zaimph, Matho penetrates Salammbo’s apartment and 
though she is curious at first to see the veil in question, she nevertheless 
recoils at the thought of the sacrilege committed, and Matho is forced to 
escape with the veil from the city. In possession of the goddess’s simula¬ 
crum, the barbarians, as the mercenaries are also called, under the com¬ 
mand of Matho, wage successful military operations against Carthage until 
Schahabarim—the high priest of the Tanitcult and the mentor of Salamm¬ 
bo—prompts Salammbo to infiltrate the mercenaries’ camp and to recover 
the zaimph. Taking each other for the male and female gods, respectively, 
Salammbo and Matho consummate their love in the central episode of the 
novel, “In the Tent,” covered by the veil. Soon after, Salammbo grabs the 
goddess’s mantle and brings it back to Carthage. A reversal of fortune 
occurs instantly. The mercenaries, weakened by their betrayal by the 
Numidian leader Narr’Havas to whom Hamilcar subsequently promises 
his daughter in marriage, are dispersed by the latter’s troops. Even though 
the mercenaries succeed in laying siege to the city with Spendius cutting 
off its water supply, the Carthaginian’s frenzied and gruesome sacrifice of 
all of their firstborns secures the sun god’s favor. He sends a storm during 
which Tanit, conquered by Moloch, opens her womb and blesses them 
with a much awaited rain. From this moment on Hamilcar’s army succeeds 
in massacring the mercenary armies one by one, until the last barbarian, 
Matho, is caught alive, and is brought to the city to be executed on the 
day of Salammbo’s and Narr’Havas’s projected wedding. Cruelly torn to 
shreds by the people of Carthage during a carnal ritual of sorts, Matho 
breaks down in front of his beloved, and, while both stare at each other, 
dies. Made to rise by her bridegroom and to drink to the genius of Car¬ 
thage, Salammbo collapses, her head back over the throne, and dies in 
turn. The novel concludes with the much-discussed line: “Thus died Ha¬ 
milcar’s daughter, for touching Tank’s veil” (282). 11 

From this short summary it should already be clear that the cloth that 
covers the statue of the goddess plays a crucial role in the novel. Already 
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with the opening chapter the theme is introduced when Flaubert remarks 
of Salammbo, who, during the mercenary feast in Hamilcar’s gardens, de¬ 
scends from her palace to appease the unruly soldiers, that “some emana¬ 
tion of the Gods enfolded her like a line vapour,” but above all when, in 
the morning, on top of the terrace overlooking Carthage, Spendius 
catches Matho staring at the horizon, following with his eyes a chariot 
carrying two women (25). Here, Flaubert writes, “Spendius recognized 
them; he held back a cry. A great veil floated behind in the wind” (32). 
Matho’s fixed glance at these two women—who, as the “Plans d’ensemble 
de ‘Salammbo,’ ” reveals are Hamilcar’s daughter and her slave Taanach— 
fleeing in the direction of Utica arouses in Spendius the idea of using 
Matho’s infatuation with Salammbo to initiate the theft of the sacred 
veil. 12 Although the theft and the restitution to Carthage of the goddess’s 
veil is central to the action, the cult statue of Tanit is not the only one in 
Carthage to be covered by a veil. During the siege of Carthage, “in order 
to retain within the city the spirit of the Gods their images were covered 
with chains. Black veils were put over the Pataeci Gods” (219). While the 
garment that covers the cult image in the temple is “a political cloak,” as 
it were, not unlike the one that covered Athena’s statue in Athens—thus 
marking the great standing of the goddess in the city of Carthage and 
highlighting her role as a unifier of the social fabric of the city—such 
covering also serves to prevent the escape of the deities. But there is an 
abundance of many other sorts of veils and occurrences of veiling and 
unveiling ( devoiler or derober) to be found in the novel. As a piece of cloth, 
a veil— le voile —also serves to cover one’s head: “veiled women silently 
watched the Barbarians go by [les femmes, la tete convene d'un voile]” (33), 
or to disguise oneself as when Hamilcar’s servant arrives “swathed to the 
heels in ample blue veils” (108). Veils of all colors covering faces are to be 
found throughout the narrative: in his own sanctuary devoted to Tanit, 
Hamilcar hides his face under a saffron colored veil (107), and so too did 
the high priest when, with a veil over his face, he offered a black cock to 
the Sphinx. By contrast, Hanno “knew himself to be so hideous that, like 
a woman, he wore a veil over his head” (203). But a veil is a garment as 
well, such as the “blue, yellow and white veils” worn by the priestesses of 
Tanit in Sicca (39). Furthermore, a veil is a fabric that covers an opening. 
I mention only the “purple curtains” which cover the entrance to the litter 
in which Hanno, a Carthaginian general, travels (44). On the first page of 
the novel the reader encounters the captains of the mercenaries sitting 
under “a purple, gold-fringed awning [: un voile de pourpre ]” (17). Apart 
from its proper use, the veil is also referred to in a figurative sense. Indeed, 
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it is also a sash or curtain, for example, when the rain which hangs down 
from the heavens is like a “long sash” in the sensuous landscape surround¬ 
ing the temple of the Carthaginian Venus at Sicca (39), or when the “great 
curtain of grey dust extending vertically” announces the army of the bar¬ 
barians as they advance on Carthage (57). La voile, is a sail, a boat, and on 
several occasions, Flaubert mentions “white sails [that] fluttered” (30), 
“the masts on which purple sails were drying” (58), or “the sails passing far 
out to sea” (109). Also especially significant in this context is the following 
passage concerning “the sail puffed out” of a trireme entering the harbor 
of Carthage which, when the wind stops, falls, revealing next to the pilot 
“a man . . . standing, bare headed: it was he, the Suffete Hamilcar!” (105). 
Here the masculine and the feminine words —le voile and la voile —have 
become intimately interlinked so as to suggest a strange sexual duplicity 
of the veil as an operator of sexual difference, as it were. Finally, to con¬ 
clude, I also wish to highlight the close phonetic proximity of voile and 
voir, of the veil and seeing, which points to the veil as both an obstacle, but 
perhaps also as a condition of visibility. 

Notwithstanding the central importance of the sacred veil in the narra¬ 
tive, only one study so far has been devoted to this motif. In an essay 
entitled “Le Parcours du Zai'mph,” Jacques Neefs, while focusing on the 
function that the zai'mph assumes in the narrative mechanism of the novel, 
has argued that the singular place that the veil in question occupies in 
Salammbo is that of an empty signifier. However empty, this signifier is 
the operator of an originary division, wherein the zai'mph not only sets 
apart what have thus become differentially meaningful opposites such as 
diametrically opposed places, camps, powers, divinities, sexes, and more 
generally, limits and principles, but also serves as an operator of passage 
from one place, camp, power, divinity, sex, or principle to another, thus 
bringing mutually exclusive terms into a relation. As regards sexual differ¬ 
entiation, he writes: “The Zai'mph secures the division \partage\ between 
the female and the male principle, between Salammbo and Matho, without 
belonging to one more than to the other. But neither does the Zai'mph 
reunite them because, on the contrary, it is the gap of the cut which dis¬ 
joints them.” 13 Neefs’s account of the role of the zai'mph in Flaubert’s 
narrative is a structuralist variation on Jean Rousset’s analysis of the formal 
organization of the novel. Indeed, Rousset had already sought to show 
both that the law of Salammbo, “in the name of a primacy of distances, is 
repugnant to contacts” in that it places all objects at a distance, and that 
the characters of the novel only come close to one another without touch¬ 
ing. 14 However, by turning the veil into the structural device responsible 
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for this law of distancing and simultaneously securing a relationality be¬ 
tween opposites so that meaning can occur, Neefs had to empty out the 
zaimph and render it meaningless in itself. As he remarks, empty and 
meaningless in itself, “the Zaimph becomes exhausted by the very act by 
which it puts itself at the service of meaning.” Only through this “strange 
negative power ... and having never any value in itself,” can the zaimph be 
accounted for. 15 However, as remarkable and insightful as Neefs structural 
analysis of the diegetic function of the zaimph may be, he does not linger 
once on Flaubert’s various descriptions of it. One may wonder why this is 
so, for, indeed, if the veil’s sole function is to serve as an empty signifier, 
however crucial such a role is, why would Flaubert have bothered to give 
several, moreover extensive, descriptions of it in the first place? In the 
same way as most other literary critics have done (who, if they acknowl¬ 
edge the presence in the narrative of the motif of the veil at all, do it 
merely to highlight its sexual connotations), Neefs’s structuralist approach 
neglects discussing the zaimph itself. Could it be because the zaimph is a 
veil unlike any other and does not fit its standard mythological, literary, or 
philosophical representation? The zaimph is not the peplos of Isis, which 
conceals the secrets of Nature that are either too beautiful or too terrifying 
for humans to behold. 16 Ordinarily, a veil is a cloth that hides something 
from being seen, either to protect its purity or because it is something 
horrible, or even so pernicious as to be dangerous to be seen; conversely, 
the veil’s function, especially where it concerns its relation to truth, is to 
protect its object also from dissolving into mere semblance and insignifi¬ 
cance. By contrast, in Flaubert’s narrative the prohibition of seeing con¬ 
cerns the veil itself and not what it may cover or hide from view. It is never 
a question here of lifting the veil to look at what is underneath. Neither 
“an obstacle nor an interposed sign,” this veil, therefore, is not of the 
order of what Jean Starobinski has called, “the passion of the hidden,” 
unless the veil itself is understood as the fascinating beyond of all things 
visible and their certain insufficiency as visible things. 17 Undoubtedly, the 
zaimph drapes the goddess’s effigy, but not to protect it from view. The 
zaimph itself is the object of the prohibition. Although the ban also in¬ 
cludes touching the veil, Flaubert highlights in particular the interdiction 
to look at it. However, it should be noted that the look for Flaubert is also 
tactile, in fact, I would say, it is the tactile sense par excellence in that, 
paradoxically, the look touches its object without touching it. In the study 
of the veil that I provide hereafter I will, therefore, take as my starting 
point what is said about the veil itself. 18 Before I consider Flaubert’s depic¬ 
tions of the zaimph, however, it is certainly necessary to linger for a mo¬ 
ment on this veil’s strange name. 
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Initially, as his various outlines of the novel demonstrate, Flaubert re¬ 
fers to it as the peplos, which he defines at one point as a “palladium,” a 
shield, or something that is endowed with, or conveys, divine force. 19 Al¬ 
though Flaubert never alludes to the fact that the peplos is a woven arti¬ 
fact, the events in the central chapter, “In the Tent”—which he refers 
to in the outlines of the novel as the “Baisade sous le peplos”—clearly 
demonstrates his awareness of its function in Greek mythology and culture 
as a nuptial blanket, that is, the cloth under which the newlywed’s union 
is consummated. 20 In any case, when Flaubert introduces the new term 
“zai'mph,” no explication is given for the choice of this designation. As 
Neefs remarks, it is, indeed, a word that makes one wonder, “especially 
. . . since it contains letters that are rare in the French alphabet: the Z at 
the beginning, the final PH and the i' in the middle.” 21 So what about 
this word? According to the Centre National de Ressources Textuelles et 
Lexicales, zai'mph is “a punic word of fancy which Flaubert invented by 
basing himself on the word tsaiph which, in biblical Hebrew, means ‘a 
woman’s veil.’ ” 22 The term tsaiph is one of the many names in Hebrew for 
veils and occurs in Genesis 24, 65, as well as 38, 14 and 19, in the context 
of the story of Rebecca and Tamar. This rather rare noun—which derives, 
interestingly enough, from the verb tra’aph, “to make double”—refers to 
a double or folded thing. 23 

While seeking to convince Matho to steal the veil, Spendius introduces 
the subject as follows: “Master, in Tanit’s sanctuary there is a mysterious 
veil, fallen from the heavens, which covers the Goddess” (74). And, he 
continues: “The veil itself is divine, because it is part of her. The gods 
dwell where their effigies [simulacres\ are. It is because Carthage possesses 
it that Carthage is powerful” (74). In the same way as the peplos of the 
ancient statue of Athena Polias, which was kept in the Erechtheum at the 
Acropolis and was reputed to have fallen from the sky, the mysterious 
cloak that covers the goddess’s effigy is a simulacrum of the goddess her¬ 
self. 24 It is an image, or form, shaped in the likeness of the divinity. Al¬ 
though not a film or membrane as the Lucretian simulacra that are thrown 
off from the surface of things or discharged like smoke by certain things, 
this image—an equally thin film, a veil, in fact, fallen from the sky—is said 
to be a part of the goddess, an image or form, that is, whose power resem¬ 
bles that of the divinity. 25 It is a forceful image, an image that has force, 
not an image in the sense of a mere representation, but one that is of the 
order of the power of the divinity. Where the simulacra of the gods are, 
there they dwell. But the goddess not only “lives . . . under the sacred 
veil” in the temple in Carthage, as Shahabarim remarks, the presence of 
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the veil itself is somehow indistinguishable from the presence of the god¬ 
dess herself (57). The likeness of the simulacrum to Tanit is such that the 
distinction between the image and the goddess is fluid. For example, for 
Salammbo, who is “devoured by curiosity about her shape [de sa fortne\,” 
(57) “the idea of a god did not clearly emerge from its representation, and 
to hold or even see its image was to remove a part of its strength and, in 
some way, to dominate it” (55). The difficulty of clearly distinguishing the 
veil from the goddess herself further contributes to the force or power of 
this simulacrum. However, with Salammbo’s curiosity and her desire to 
penetrate the deepest mysteries of her dogma in wishing to “know the old 
idol in the most secret recesses of the temple with its magnificent cloak,” 
Flaubert introduces the additional motive of the prohibition to see this 
image of the goddess (55). “Just to look at it was a crime,” he writes, “it 
partook of the God’s nature and contact with it caused death” (85). The 
high priest, Shahabarim, a eunuch, admonishes Salammbo: “Don’t you 
know that it brings death? The hermaphrodite Baals unveil themselves for 
us alone, men in spirit, women in weakness” (57). To see the veil is itself 
to unveil the goddess, even though the veil does not conceal her image, at 
which moment her simulacrum turns into a shadow, a ghost, or a phantom 
that—like the “gigantic shadow walking diagonally on Salammbo’s left” 
as she is on her way to the mercenaries’ camp to recover the stolen veil—is 
a premonition of death (176). Unlike all the peploi that Flaubert came 
across in his formidable archeological research for the novel, all of which 
are to be seen, and whose sumptuousness and magnificence was usually 
displayed in public ceremonies and processions, the simulacrum, or image, 
of the goddess must not be seen. Hence, perhaps, Flaubert’s decision to 
call it by another name, that is, no longer peplos as he did in the first drafts 
of the novel, but zai'mph. It is as if only a name barely pronounceable in 
French could adequately designate that which must not be seen. 

What does that which one should not see look like? Up to this point, 
readers have only been told that it is a magnificent fabric. When Matho 
flees from Carthage using the veil as a shield, “the material, held up by 
the sea-breeze, blazed in the sun with its colours, its precious stones and 
the figures of its gods” (86). In mere daylight, in the light of the sun, all 
its colors, precious stones, and divine figures with which it is embroidered 
show it to be a richly decorated fabric. But the sacred veil is not simply 
colored. Similar to colors, which, according to Lucretius, are emanations 
from bodies (that is, simulacra detached from their surface), so, too, the 
colors of the veil actively shine forth from its fabric. As far as the precious 
stones are concerned, they not only give off light, but, as is clear from 
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another passage in the novel that explicitly speaks of such stones, “they 
flashed, like splashes of milk, blue icicles, silver dust, and shed their light 
in sheets, rays, stars” (129). 26 Indeed, like the peplos, or pharos, that the 
Trojan women in Book 6 of the Iliad offer to the goddess Athena which 
“shines like a star,” Tanit’s veil is, in fact, all light. 27 It is itself a source 
of light. Escaping from the temple with the zaimph, Matho frightens an 
onlooker with “this sparkling thing going through the darkness” (81). 
When he arrives at Salammbo’s quarters draped in its cloth, “the zaimph 
sparkled, covered with radiance [rayons]” (83). It sparkles, it is covered 
with radiance, with rays or beams of light that by themselves shine forth. 
Dressed in this mantle, Matho looks, indeed, like the sun in the firma¬ 
ment: “With the zaimph enfolding him he looked like a star god sur¬ 
rounded by the firmament” (84). 28 The zaimph is a fabric made up of rays 
of light, or, if one also takes into account the meaning of rayon in French 
as a sillon that is traced in the ground in order to sow seeds, it is a fabric 
whose folds are folds of light, and in whose furrows or grooves seeds are 
germinating. It is perhaps nothing but a shining fabric of folds of light. 

This, then, is also the moment at which we have to turn to Flaubert’s 
most detailed description of the zaimph in his Carthaginian novel, one 
which occurs during the episode that, during a moonless night, leads up 
to the theft of Tanit’s veil. While following Flaubert’s description, one 
should not loose sight of the fact that this veil must not be seen. After 
having penetrated the three enclosures of the temple, the last of which is 
filled with stifling symbols of fecundation, Spendius finally discovers a way 
into the temple, which formerly had appeared impenetrable from all sides. 
Matho and Spendius wander round, lost in the labyrinthine structures, 
until they penetrate a circular room filled with dazzling light. This light 
originates from the luminous stone set in an obscene symbol on the fore¬ 
head of the statue of the resplendent supreme goddess, the all-fertile, and 
which is reflected on mirrors of copper. “ ‘And the veil?’ Spendius asks. It 
was nowhere to be seen” (79). The effigy of the goddess, though luxuri¬ 
ously bejeweled, is not covered by the cloak. However, the first thing 
toward which Matho’s and Spendius’s eyes are drawn when entering the 
room are its walls, more precisely, the entirety of all the forms in the 
universe which, detached from the surface of the walls as it were, are be¬ 
held first in themselves before subsequently appearing to have been cover¬ 
ing the walls. Flaubert writes: 

All around they saw an infinite number of beasts, lean, panting, brandishing 

their claws, and mixed one on top of the other in mysterious and frighten¬ 
ing confusion. Serpents had feet, bulls wings, man-headed fish were eating 
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fruit, flowers were blooming in crocodiles’ jaws, and elephants with raised 
trunks passed proud as eagles through blue sky. Their incomplete or multi¬ 
ple limbs were swollen by their terrible exertions . . . and every shape was 
to be found there, as if a seed pod had burst in a sudden explosion and 
emptied itself over the walls of the room. (78-79) 

While teaching Salammbo cosmogonic myths in order to quench her sac¬ 
rilegious curiosity about the goddess’s veil in the temple, Shahabarim had 
already evoked the paintings on the walls of the inner sanctuary of Tanit. 
Speaking of “primal matter,” he says: “It was black, icy, deep, muddy 
water. It enclosed monsters without feeling, incoherent parts of forms to 
be born and which are painted on sanctuary walls” (56). It is these primi¬ 
tive forms, these originary images, these seeds from which every form in 
the universe derives, that Matho and Spendius behold before it is revealed 
to them that they are images painted on the sanctuary’s wall. For, indeed, 
these images themselves are constitutive of the ground against which they 
appear—whether this ground is a wall, or especially, as I will argue, a veil. 29 
All the still incoherent forms of the universe offer themselves to their 
glance in the dazzling light of a dioramic spectacle of sorts. They are prim¬ 
itive forms, monstrous, multiple, deformed, mixed, incoherent, incom¬ 
plete, just seeds like the seeds of a pomegranate—a symbol of fertility, and 
a frequent image in Salammbo —that had exploded and emptied itself, seeds 
thus waiting to germinate or be completed. Furthermore, it is when a 
stone gives under Matho’s heel and all these forms come alive—at which 
moment “the turbulent soul of Tanit streamed forth expansively” (79)— 
turning and whirling as they did during the originary creative vortex of 
primitive matter, that the detachment of these forms or images from any 
support, hence their autonomy, comes clearly into view. But, to the great 
deception of Matho and Spendius, the goddess’s veil is nowhere to be 
seen. Or, have they not already seen it without knowing so? What, indeed, 
about the dazzling light in which they perceived the monstrous forms and 
images that make up primitive matter? What about this light which pro¬ 
vides the ground upon which these images make their appearance? But 
the veil is not something that is to be seen. Its view, therefore, must neces¬ 
sarily be delayed. It can perhaps only become visible after it has unknow¬ 
ingly already been seen—while remaining invisible. 

In any event, guided by inspiration, Spendius discovers behind the cult 
statue bereft of its veil, a small gap in the wall through which they pene¬ 
trate into another, smaller room in the middle of which they perceive a 
cone of ebony bearing a head and two arms: 
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But beyond it was something like a cloud twinkling with stars; figures ap¬ 
peared in the depths of its folds; Eschmoun with the Cabiri, some of the 
monsters, already seen, the sacred beasts of the Babylonians, then others 
which they did not know. It passed liked a cloak under the idol’s face, 
sweeping up to spread over the wall, fastened up by the corners, all at once 
blue as the night, yellow as the dawn, crimson as the sun, manifold, diapha¬ 
nous, sparkling, light. It was the goddess’ mantle, the holy zai'mph which 
no one might see [que Von nepouvait voir], (79-80) 

As several scholars, having retraced the motif of the zai'mph to the vast 
archaeological library to which Flaubert had recourse in preparation of 
this novel, have shown, neither the attribution of a veil to the goddess nor 
its description is of Flaubert’s primary invention. Undoubtedly, Friedrich 
Creuzer’s Les religions de I’antiquite is Flaubert’s source for the Phoenician 
cosmogonies which Schahabarim exposes to Salammbo, cosmogonies that 
are reflected in the patterns of the veil of the lunar goddess. But, in his 
correspondence, Flaubert indicates that for the veil itself his sources are 
The Deipnosophists by Athenaeus, and, in particular, Adolphe Dureau de la 
Malle, who, in Recherches sur la topographie de Carthage, extensively writes 
about a marvelous veil of Coelestis, that is, the moon goddess of Car¬ 
thage. 30 What these references unmistakably prove is that Flaubert drew 
on these sources for the description of the colors of the veil, of its brilliant 
fabric, but also for the Zodiac signs, the sacred animals, and so forth, that 
appear in its folds. 31 But the analysis that I will propose of the zai'mph calls, 
perhaps, for an additional source, although Flaubert’s awareness of it is 
doubtful. Not only that, the interpretation of this source may pose prob¬ 
lems of its own. Notwithstanding these reservations, I tentatively offer it 
as a possible source. It is a selection from Hermann Diels’s collection of 
the fragments of the pre-Socratic philosophers—here by the cosmogonist 
Pherecydes of Syros: 

For him [Zas\ they make the houses many and great. And when they had 
finished providing all this, and also furnishings and men-servants and maid¬ 
servants and all else required, when all is ready, they carry out the wedding. 
On the third day of the wedding, Zas makes a robe, large and fair, and on 
it he embroiders Earth and Ogenos (Ocean) and his dwelling . . . “For 
wishing your marriage to take place, I honor you with this. Therefore re¬ 
ceive my greeting and be my wife.” Thus they say was the first unveiling 
ceremony [ anakalypteria ], and hence arose the custom among gods and 
men. And she answers him, receiving the robe from him [. . .] 32 

What interests me in this fragment about the marriage of Zeus and 
Chtonie—who, according to Kirk and Raven’s commentary, is here to 
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some extent equated with Hera as the goddess of marriage—are the figures 
on the cloth (pharos) woven and embroidered by Zeus himself. Although 
rather speculative, Kirk and Raven hold that there are good reasons to 
interpret “the weaving or embroidering of earth and Okeanos [on this 
cloth] as an allegory of an actual creation-act,” “the creation of our 
world.” 33 Indeed, by weaving this cloth, Zeus reenacts one more time the 
genesis and the structure of the cosmos. Marcel Detienne and Jean-Pierre 
Vernant, in a footnote in Cunning Intelligence in Greek Culture and Society, 
have gone one step further in their interpretation of the fragment in ques¬ 
tion: “in the cosmogony of Pherecydes, [they hold] Zeus weaves a multi¬ 
colored veil which he offers, on the third day of his marriage, to his com¬ 
panion so that, once he has donned it, she wears embroidered on her ap¬ 
parel the entire range of forms which constitute the organized world.” 34 
What allows Detienne and Vernant to draw the conclusion that the cloth 
in question is decorated with the totality of all the forms in the organized 
world, is, if I understand correctly, based on the fact that it has been woven 
by Zeus, and that the Orphics established an equivalence between the 
threads of a woven tissue ( mitos ) and seed (spermd). iS 

Now, before I follow up on this reference I will turn first to Flaubert’s 
description of what Matho and Spendius see of the goddess’s mantle, 
which, first, was nowhere to be seen as its appearance was delayed until 
they discover it finally in a recess in the sanctuary. But what they see is 
“the holy za'imph which no one might see \que Von nepouvait voir\,” mean¬ 
ing, the za'imph which no one (except for the emasculated high priest) is 
permitted to see, but also which is impossible to see. The za'imph is some¬ 
thing that withdraws from view, something that must not be seen, but also 
that cannot be seen, something, ultimately, invisible. Although impossible 
to be seen, what cannot be seen is also struck with a prohibition to be 
seen. It is forbidden to see what it is impossible to see! What they factually 
see cannot therefore be the object itself. What they behold is as elusive as 
a cloud (“something like a cloud”) constantly changing as clouds do, but 
also a dim, indistinct, and obscure mass or area. If this thing eludes being 
grasped it is also because it is many things and, above all, because it is 
diaphanous (that is, translucent) and transparent. The veil in question does 
not cover or hide anything, it is so light as to be altogether transparent and 
hence invisible. 36 Not unlike the transparent film on which the spectacular 
images in a diorama are painted and come to life because of skillfully ma¬ 
nipulated light, the veil’s diaphanousness is such that it is nothing but the 
light itself that radiates from it, light in which a manifold of figures be¬ 
come visible. Or, rather, these very figures obfuscate the light from within 



On Gustave Flaubert's Salammbo 


349 


which they come into an appearance. Now, it is important to note that 
these figures appear in the depth of the veil’s folds. Although its fabric is 
so light that it does not hide anything—similar in this to the white scarf 
covering Salammbo’s face when, later in the novel, she receives Narr’Ha- 
vas, a covering that nonetheless lets her lips shine through the transparent 
material like the jewels at her fingers—the zaimph does neither conceal 
nor reveal the idol that it drapes like a mantle. In other words, the referent 
of the veil is not what is underneath it. What shines through the transpar¬ 
ent veil are instead the figures that shine forth from within the fabric of 
the invisible veil itself. It is these figures in the folds of the veil that are 
offered to view. The veil is folded, manifold, a fabric that, after having 
been retrieved from the mercenary’s camp, is unfolded [deploya] by Salamm¬ 
bo (193), a fabric in whose many splendid folds she senses a mystery that 
both conceals and reveals itself (“A mystery was concealed in the splen¬ 
dour of its folds” [166]). The figures appear in the depth of the zai'mph’s 
countless folds, and since its cloth itself is invisible, and all that can be 
seen of it is the light in which the figures come into an appearance, the 
folds themselves are folds of light. Or, rather, it is not the light itself that 
comes into view, but rather only the figures and the folds of light from 
whose depth they shine forth. These folds of light are also the lining 
within the light, the obscurity in which nothing can be seen, but from 
which light itself and everything visible within it emerges. The folds of 
light are just as numerous as the images that spring forth from the invisible 
medium of the zaimph. 

To come back to what the two raiders of the temple experience before 
discovering the zaimph itself: In the dazzling light of the circular room 
the two raiders perceived all the primitive forms, all the seeds from which 
everything in the visible universe has sprung forth. However, these forms 
are not the forms of the organized world embroidered on the pharos that 
Zeus offers to Chtonie in the fragment of Pherecydes, but, more funda¬ 
mentally, the elementary forms constitutive of all the visible forms of the 
organized world. In short, what happens in the dazzling light and the en¬ 
suing whirl of all the primitive figures is not the ontological creation of the 
universe so much as the happening of the event at the origin of visibility. 
Although the zaimph is here nowhere to be seen and its sight is deferred 
to the next episode, the two raiders behold, prior to seeing it, what is 
inscribed in it: the primitive elements of the visible itself—images, forms, 
figures—whose power is to confer visibility. In conformity with the law of 
this novel, which is repugnant to contacts, the meaning of the delayed 
perception of the sacred veil is experienced in advance of its vision (and 



Light Motives for a Critical Journey 


35 0 

thus, strangely enough, remains separate from it). 37 In other words, the 
figures that can be seen in the veil’s many folds, apart from the constella¬ 
tions of the firmament, are those that had been described in the previous 
episode, that is, figures whose incomplete, deformed, monstrous, or mixed 
shapes are the originary forms of all visible forms—primitive matter, as 
Schahabarim claims. These originary forms are figures or images, no 
doubt, but not images in the sense of copies, reproductions, or representa¬ 
tions, that is, according to the stranger in Plato’s Sophist, things of lesser 
being than their supposed original. Instead, they are figures, or forms, that 
are originary inasmuch as they are generative of appearances. 38 Although 
Shahabarim’s lessons to Salammbo in Phoenician cosmogony clearly sug¬ 
gest that these images are first of all to be understood cosmically and onto- 
logically, I also would like to consider the possibility of them being images 
that make see, or give to see, images that are responsible for the visible to 
begin with. In analogy to the logoi spermatikoi, or Saint Augustine’s rationes 
seminales, one could think of them, perhaps, as eikonai spermatikai, or imag¬ 
ines seminales. However, whereas the Stoics’ rationes seminales are seeds in¬ 
sofar as they contain in a state of involution all of a being’s organs in 
mice that only need to develop, according to a rational program that is 
determined in advance, to provide a future being with its mature shape, 
the force or power of the seeds that lie in wait in the folds of the zaimph 
is a function of their basic incompletion, deformity, multiplicity, hence, 
also, of their potentiality for completion and combination. Images in posse 
lie hidden in these primitive forms of visibility that need only to be com¬ 
pleted, remixed, and recombined in order to become full-fledged images, 
or elements of the visible. Emerging from the sparkling fabric of the 
zaimph, these primitive figures cover up the ground, that is, the veil with 
its folds from which they come into appearance. They veil the veil whose 
luminous folds bring them into visibility and which, thus rendered invisi¬ 
ble, cannot be seen. But even more so do images and the forms in the 
ordinary sense that arise from this foundation of visibility cover over their 
origin in what must remain invisible for something to be visible to begin 
with. 

The figures beheld in the depths of the folds of the zaimph’s shiny 
fabric are thus images that, without being mimema (that is, images in the 
likeliness of something), have the force of giving images in the ordinary 
sense to be seen first. Generative of the images in the world of the visible, 
they are closest to the invisible. And, just like the invisible source of visibil¬ 
ity which is not to be seen, they, too, must remain hidden from sight. To 
see them, as well as the invisible veil from whose folds they emerge, would 
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be an excess of visibility resulting in the order of light and life reverting 
to darkness and sterility. 39 When seen, the divine force of the simulacrum 
manifests its other side, its dark side as a shadow, a shade, or a ghost, that 
is, an omen of death. 

At this juncture, a short digression to another scene in the narrative 
that also involves a veil, and the issue of light, may be warranted. Feeling 
the need to approach the gods after having returned to Carthage, Salamm- 
bo’s father, Hamilcar Barca, goes up to the top floor of his house to a small 
oval room in whose walls are set rows of thin black circles, transparent as 
glass, through which shines a soft light. Between these rows of lights are 
holes that contain round, dark, and heavy stones fallen from the moon, 
stones that clearly suggest that this mystic place is a sanctuary of Tanit. 
Yet, “only loftier spirits honoured those abadirs which had fallen from the 
moon. By their fall they signified the stars, sky, fire; by their colour, dark¬ 
ness and night; by their density, the cohesion of earthly things” (107). But 
it is what happens next that is of interest here: 

With the tip of his finger Hamilcar counted them one after another; then 
he hid his face under a saffron coloured veil, and falling on his knees he 
stretched out on the ground, with both arms extended. 

The light from outside struck against the leaved pattern of black lattice- 
work. Tree-shapes, hummocks, swirls, vague animals were traced in their 
diaphanous thickness; and the light came in, frightening and yet peaceful, 
as it must be behind the sun, in the bleak spaces of future creations. He 
tried to banish from his thoughts every form, every symbol and name of 
the Gods, the better to grasp the unchanging spirit hidden behind appear¬ 
ances. Something of the vital planetary forces penetrated him, while for 
death and all dangers he felt a more informed and intimate contempt. 
When he stood up again he was full of serene boldness, invulnerable to pity 
or fear, and as his breast was suffocating he went up to the top of the tower 
overlooking Carthage. (107) 

This passage describes a scene that, in many ways, resembles what 
Matho and Spendius experienced in the circular room of Tanit’s sanctuary; 
but it also differs in significant ways from this later episode. In contrast to 
Matho’s and Spendius’s sacrilegious enterprise to steal the sacred veil, or 
Salammbo’s impious curiosity and desire to touch it, the veil in this epi¬ 
sode, rather than something to be seen, is a sign of reverence and helps 
one to refrain from seeing what one must not or cannot see. Covering his 
face with a saffron-colored veil, gold as the sun, Hamilcar does not allow 
himself to see directly what the light portrays on the diaphanous leaves of 
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the black latticework set in the walls of the sanctuary. The images that the 
light shining through the veil draws on its fabric remain vague, but are 
also somewhat reminiscent of what could be beheld on the sanctuary’s 
walls. The light in which these images appear is a light “frightening and 
yet peaceful, as it must be behind the sun, in the bleak spaces of future 
creation” (107). The light in question, beheld by Hamilcar under his saf¬ 
fron-colored veil, is not the light of the sun—a light to be seen, the light 
of visibility—it is an invisible light, a generative light, a light in posse of 
future creations. Furthermore, if Hamilcar tries “to banish from his 
thought every form, every symbol and name of the Gods, the better to 
grasp the unchanging spirit hidden behind appearances” (107), it is be¬ 
cause this light and the figures whose vague outlines are pictured on the 
veil are not yet of the order of definite forms, symbols, or names, that is, 
not yet appearances. To grasp what lies behind appearances and thus defies 
visibility—the generative light behind sensible light—all forms, symbols, 
or names that spring from it and are of the order of the visible must be 
kept at bay. To grasp the “vital planetary forces” to be penetrated by them, 
and to keep death in abeyance, these forces must not be seen; they must 
remain indeterminate, still fully pregnant with their potential for creativ¬ 
ity, not yet shaped by images, symbols, and names, since these would de¬ 
grade the force that alone gives images to sight. It is only under these 
conditions that the veil grants its divine power to whoever possesses it. In 
conclusion, let us then also see what happens to the veil once the coveted 
object has been desecrated in having been exposed to the eyes of a 
beholder. 

As was to be anticipated, the theft of the veil throws the Carthaginians 
into deep despondency: “Indeed, the Rabbetna, now bereft of her veil, was 
as though deprived of part of her virtue. She refused the blessing of her 
waters, she had abandoned Carthage,” and, indeed, Carthage holds the 
conviction that “all [of her] misfortunes came from the loss of the zai'mph” 
(165). Steered by a funereal frenzy, Carthage’s walls are all “covered with 
black veils” (164). No doubt, Salammbo, for her part, “was full of despair 
at having seen the zai'mph, and yet this gave her a kind of joy, an intimate 
pride. A mystery was concealed in the splendour of its folds; it was the 
cloud enveloping the Gods, the secret of universal existence, and Salam¬ 
mbo, to her own horror, regretted not having picked it up” (166). Thus, 
when Shahabarim pressures Salammbo to go to the camp of the Barbarians 
to recover the zai'mph, she is, at first, terrified by the idea of having to 
confront Matho, now “master of the zai'mph” (and thus also of the god¬ 
dess), and she thus “hides her face with her veils” (171). But, before long, 
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she agrees to bring back Tanit’s mantle, and her thoughts turn to “how 
happy she [will] be to see the zai'mph again” (172). Before leaving for 
her expedition, Salammbo, dressed up magnificently in multiple layers of 
garments—veil upon veil as it were, in anticipation of the rite of the anaka- 
lypteria, that is, the unveiling of the bride which in the narrative has al¬ 
ready taken place when, in the chapter “The Serpent,” prior to her 
embrace of the snake, “her clothes, one after another, fall round her” 
(174)—in order to look like the goddess herself. And, as her old nurse 
points out, she looks just as beautiful as she might be on her wedding day, 
having “rapidly [thrown] a long yellow veil over her hair, [and] wound a 
scarf round her neck” (176). In the early morning hours of her departure 
for the barbarian’s camp, “despite all her veils Salammbo shivered in the 
morning chill” (178). But, dreaming beneath all of these veils, she does 
not discard them for fear of soiling her fine clothes even when the heat 
becomes unbearable (180). When Matho meets her at the camp, she looks 
like a “vague form rising like a ghost from the shadows of the night.” The 
moon has come up behind her, “but she had over her face a yellow veil 
with black flowers and so many draperies round her body that it was im¬ 
possible to guess anything about her” (181). Layers on layers, one veil 
veils another one, making it impossible for Matho to recognize her. But 
does this manifold of veils not also imply that the veil is folded upon itself, 
each fold covering over another one infinitely? Manifold, the folds of the 
veil are its infinite layers that hide the veil from view, not only making it 
impossible to guess what is underneath, but hiding the veil itself and ren¬ 
dering it in fact invisible. Anyway, once in the tent, Salammbo’s eyes be¬ 
come “fixed on the back \au fond] of the tent where, on a bed of palm 
branches, lay something blue and sparkling,” and, while pointing with one 
hand to the zai'mph and telling Matho that she has come to take it back, 
“with her other hand [she] tore the veil from her head” (182-183). By 
unveiling herself, Salammbo reveals her identity while signaling to Matho 
her intention to recover the other, the sacred, veil—the one at the bottom 
of tent. But what Matho sees of her when she tears the veils from her head 
are just more layers of veils, since he confuses her body with her clothes. 
Matho gazes “at her and for him her clothes were fused with her body. 
The shimmer of the material, like the splendour of her skin, was some¬ 
thing special and peculiar to her” (183). Her multilayered coatings are an 
intimate part of her, just like her splendid skin. Salammbo arrives at the 
camp not only enveloped in multiple veils, what she reveals of herself once 
unveiled is that, at bottom, she is herself an infinite manifold of layers of 
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both clothes and skin. She is herself never to be touched by any unconceal¬ 
ing glance! This is further confirmed by the fact that Matho, while remi¬ 
niscing of how, during the war, he thought of her, tells her that 
“sometimes the memory of a gesture, a fold of your robe suddenly grips 
me and traps me like a net!” (185). Now, when she gives herself up to 
Matho and “the zaimph fell down, [and] covered her” (187), the sacred 
veil shows itself to be unmistakably a divine peplos, a matrimonial cloak 
beneath of which both Matho and Salammbo, like gods themselves, con¬ 
summate their union. But enveloped within the cloak, the embrace re¬ 
mains one without bodily contact, as it were, an “intimacy at distance,” 
indeed, as Rousset has called it, one moreover that does not violate the 
untoucheableness of the other. 40 The veil divides the union of the couple 
and separates them, however infinitesimally. Furthermore, when the 
zaimph falls on Salammbo and envelops her, her own abysmally layered 
and folded body and self is emphasized one more time. No unveiling will 
ever reveal her own secret, since one veil inexorably yields only another 
one without end in sight. But not only does the lifting of the veil bring to 
light other veils that belong to her, but the veil is also always, and at the 
same time, another’s veil, the veil of an other. Seeing the moon through 
an opening of the tent gliding between two clouds, Matho muses: “Oh, 
how many nights have I spent gazing at it! It looked like a veil hiding your 
face; you looked through at me; your memory was mingled with its rays; I 
could no longer distinguish between the two of you!” (187). The veil that 
conceals Salammbo’s face is the goddess’s veil, and it is through this veil 
of the other that she looks at Matho. It follows from this, of course, that 
Salammbo cannot but be confused with Tanit and vice versa. More impor¬ 
tant, however, is the fact that if the veil is also always another’s veil, then 
to expose what is beneath it is also always inevitably an other. 

What does all of this reveal in the end about the zaimph? After having 
made love, Matho, in order to ingratiate himself, goes so far as to spread 
the zaimph over Salammbo’s legs “like an ordinary rug” (187). Salammbo, 
for her part, alone in the tent, “examined the zaimph; and when she had 
looked at it thoroughly she was surprised not to feel the happiness she had 
once imagined. She stayed wrapped in melancholy before the fulfilment 
of her dreams” (188-189). Rather than merely signifying disenchantment, 
Salammbo’s surprise concerns the loss of mystery that ensues from the veil 
having been seen. The zaimph has revealed itself to be something that lets 
itself be contemplated like just any other fabric. No wonder, therefore, 
that, before fleeing with her booty, she throws “the zaimph round her 
waist, swiftly collected her veils, her cloak, her scarf” (190). The zaimph 
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has become, or shows itself as, nothing but a piece of cloth comparable to 
Salammbo’s many veils, her own cloak and scarf. Finally, arriving with the 
zai'mph at her father’s tent, “she opened her ample cloak, and flung wide 
her arms to unfold the zai'mph” (193) for all present to see. Not only has 
Salammbo looked thoroughly at the sacred cloak which is now depicted as 
just an ordinary rug or a piece of cloth like any other—no mention is made 
anymore of its glittering fabric, nor of the images that decorate it, or the 
primitive forms that once appeared in its folds—she also displays it before 
others for them to contemplate it. So what has happened to the sacred veil, 
which no one was supposed to see, once it has been seen? Undoubtedly, it 
has been desecrated for having been seen, but in what sense? What sort of 
mystery was concealed in its many folds that, once exposed to a glance, 
could turn the cloak into an ordinary rug? One may, of course, argue here 
that, from the beginning, the interest in the veil has been a substitute for 
both Matho’s and Salammbo’s sexual desire and curiosity, and that once 
this desire and curiosity has been fulfilled the veil loses all interest. But if 
one considers the zai'mph in itself, it is, as I have emphasized, about a 
procreation in an even more fundamental sense than sexual reproduction, 
which, as far as Matho and Salammbo are concerned, remains sterile in 
that it concerns the origin of the visible itself. In the folds of its diaphanous 
fabric are to be seen all the primitive forms from which the visible forms 
in the organized world derive. The veil itself withdraws in the light of the 
forms of the visible that shine forth from within it. If the zai'mph is exposed 
to sight and is seen, it becomes one of the many visible forms for which 
its elementary forms provide the matrix. Made visible, the zai'mph, as the 
ground or foundation of image giving, becomes deprived of its force, it 
becomes identical to an image such as those that lie in wait in its fabric. 
More importantly, what Matho and Spendius witness of the veil in the 
circular room of Tanit’s sanctuary, especially when the images painted on 
the walls begin to move with a roar, compares to the illusionist optical 
artifice of the diorama that was popular entertainment during nineteenth 
century. What these barbarians behold, namely the image-generating 
power of the veil, is itself, at best, of the order of a theatrical and magic 
spectacle for the masses first successfully invented by the painters Louis 
Jacques Mande Daguerre and Charles Marie Bouton, a device that, com¬ 
bining art and artifice, intended the creation of a perfect illusion of real¬ 
ity. 41 Yet, if all that the two raiders of the sanctuary of the goddess witness 
are only the however prodigious effects of a technical apparatus creative 
of the seductive illusion of the originary creative whirl, what does this 
mean? It means, first of all, that they do not see what they believe it is that 



Light Motives for a Critical Journey 


35 6 

they see. Or differently worded, when exposed to sight, the zaimph be¬ 
comes more invisible than ever. In its place there is just a veil, a cloth, a 
cloak, or a mantle, no longer the zaimph itself. The veil itself remains 
covered up under its many folds. And, rather than displaying the genera¬ 
tive power of what escapes visibility, the veil, when seen, offers only an 
entertaining phantasmagoria of sorts, a mere semblance of what in essence 
it is, perhaps, all about. What follows from this is, in other words, that, in 
spite of the sacrilegious theft of the zaimph, the crime of having beheld it, 
or its profanation as a matrimonial blanket, nothing has in fact been seen, 
nothing has been desecrated, no unveiling has ever taken place. The 
zaimph “itself” consists of too many veils, it contains too many folds, and 
the number of images that arise from it are too many for it ever to unveil 
itself. It is nothing but the incessant deferral of its own visibility. 
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I. UN-STAGING THE BEGINNING: HERMAN MELVILLE’S CETOLOGY 


1. Unless otherwise noted all quotes are from the chapter “Cetology” in 
Herman Melville, Moby-Dick, eds. Harrison Hayford and Hershel Parker 
(New York: W. W. Norton, 1967), 116-28. 

2. For a detailed discussion of the chapter “Cetology” in regard to the 
whole of Moby-Dick, see Howard P. Vincent, The Trying Out of Moby-Dick 
(Carbondale and Edwardsville: Southern Illinois University Press, 1949), 
121-42. 

3. James Guetti, The Limits of Metaphor (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University 
Press, 1969), 112. 

4. Harold Beaver, “Introduction,” in Moby-Dick: or The Whale (Harmonds- 
worth: Penguin Books, 1972). 

5. Edgar A. Dryden, Melville’s Thematics ofFonn (Baltimore: Johns Hop¬ 
kins University Press, 1968J, 95. 

6. Melville, Moby-Dick, 286. 

7. For the relation between descent and dismemberment, see H. Bruce 
Franklin, The Wake of the Gods: Melville's Mythology (Stanford: Stanford Uni¬ 
versity Press, 1963), 53-98. 

8. The word volume for the representation of mass in architecture, pro¬ 
ceeds from the same movement that characterizes the etymological root of the 
word whale, and which Melville, in his preface on Etymology, does not omit 
to quote: “Whale. Sw. and Dan. hval. This animal is named from roundness 
or rolling; for in Dan. hvalt is arched or vaulted” (Melville, Moby-Dick, 1). 

9. Ibid., 318. 

10. For a different interpretation of Ishmael’s relation to cannibalism, see 
Dryden, 96. 

11. Herman Melville, “Bartleby,” in Piazza Tales (New York: Hendricks 
House, 1948), 16-54. 

12. For example, Melville, Moby-Dick, 156. 

13. Ibid., 312. 

14. Ibid., 317. 

15. Ibid., 317. 

16. About the “terrors of gyratory time” in Moby-Dick, see Georges 
Poulet, Studies in Human Time (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
!95 6 )> 338—89. 

17. The two whales distinguished by Robert Zoellner—the whale of 
Ishmael and the one of Ahab—come to substitute each other here, for as he 
writes: “In the actual text of Moby-Dick, of course, these distinctions tend to 
coalesce to produce a single all-encompassing symbol, Leviathanism. It 
makes no difference whether we are dealing with Ahab’s or Ishmael’s whale, 
with Moby Dick in particular or whales in general—the affirmative fact is 
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Leviathanism’s prodigious bulk and power.” Robert Zoellner, The Salt-Sea 
Mastodon: A Reading ofMoby-Dick (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
I 973 )> I 50 - 5 1 - 

18. Melville, Moby-Dick, 314. 

2. AUTOGENEOUS ENGENDERMENT: ANTONIN ARTAUd’s PHONETIC BODY 

1. Gerard de Nerval, Journey to the Orient, trans. N. Glass (New York: New 
York University Press, 1972, 147-48 (translation modified). 

2. Etienne Bonnot de Condillac, Essay on the Origin of Human Knowledge, 
trans. H. Aarsleff (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 154. 

3. Jacques Lacan, The Language of the Self The Function of Language in Psy¬ 
choanalysis, trans. Anthony Wilden (Baltimore, Md.: The Johns Hopkins Uni¬ 
versity Press, 1968), 17. 

4. The main protagonist of the story in question, a virus, comes from the 
East, from the Orient, and thus following Condillac, addresses itself to our 
imagination. 

5. Friedrich Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy, trans. Walter Kaufmann (New 
York: Vintage Books, 1967), 48. 

6. Ibid., 50. 

7. Ibid., 52. 

8. All quotes from “The Theater and the Plague” within the text come 
from Antonin Artaud, The Theater and Its Double, trans. M. C. Richards (New 
York: Grove Press, 1958), 15-17; for the French original see Antonin Artaud, 
Oeuvres completes, vol. 6 (Paris: Gallimard, 1964), 19-22. 

9. In order to justify this reading procedure, I will quote the following pas¬ 
sage from The Theater and Its Double: “I claim . . . the right to break with the 
usual sense of language, to crack the armature once and for all, to get the iron 
collar off its neck, in short to return to the etymological origins of speech which, 
in the midst of abstract concepts, always evoke a concrete element” (101). 

10. Artaud, “The Theater and the Plague,” 15. 

11. Roland Barthes, “Historical Discourse,” in Introduction to Structural¬ 
ism, ed. M. Lane (New York: Basic Books, 1970), 149. 

12. While the anagram represents a current way of inscribing one’s name 
into a text by means of monophones, the hypogram is always constituted by 
means of diphones. See Jean Starobinski, Words upon Words: The Anagrams of 
Ferdinand de Saussure, trans. O. Emmet (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
I 979 )- 

13. “The disease of the burning [le mal des ardents], also called sacred fire, 
fire of hell, or St. Anthony’s fire, appeared in Europe during the tenth century, 
and devastated it. This disease was of the order of a gangrenous ergotism and 
the plague. It manifested itself by abcesses that progressively spread to all the 
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parts of the body, and which, after having destroyed them, detached them one 
by one from the trunk. This is how this disease has been described for us in 
the fifteenth century by the biographers of St. Lydwine, who suffered from it. 
In his Histoire de Paris, Dom Felibien, for his part, speaks of it, and says about 
the epidemy which shook France in the twelfth century: ‘The blood was en¬ 
tirely corrupted by an internal heat that devoured the whole body, which made 
tumors buldge from it, which then degenerated into untreatable ulcers, and 
killed thousands of human beings’” (Joris-Karl Huysmans, Trots primitifs 
[Paris: Flammarion, 1967], 26-27). I 11 addition to this, Gaston Bachelard 
quotes Max Muller’s assertation that fire devours father and mother as soon 
as it is born; see Gaston Bachelard, The Psychoanalysis of Fire, trans. A. C. M. 
Ross (Boston: Beacon Press, 1964), 24-25. 

14. Besides the famous incident of the cane which occurred to Artaud dur¬ 
ing his stay in Ireland, I will quote, among numerous possible references to 
sticks or canes, only the following passage: “The cane of the New Revelations 
of Being fell into the black pocket, and the little sword as well. There in a 
hand-to-hand fighting not with ideas, however, but with the monkeys who do 
not stop running them through from the top to the bottom of my conscious¬ 
ness, and in my organism that they have made to rot, another cane is prepared 
to accompany my complete works [. . .] My cane will be this book that antique 
races, now dead, have carried to the extreme, and whose fire is poked in my 
fibres like excoriated prostitutes” {Preambule, in Oeuvres Completes, vol. 1 
[Paris: Gallimard, 1970], 15). See also Paule Thevenin, “Antonin Artaud dans 
la vie,” Tel Quel 20 (1965): 37-39. 

15. Furthermore, it is remarkable that Antoine or Antonin is an ancient 
name for mercury, an alchemist’s metal, which dissolves other metals. Mer¬ 
cury reminds us, of course, of the god Mercury, the Greek Hermes, a messen¬ 
ger of the Gods, a god of travel and a protector of travellers. Mercury is 
represented with either his caduceus or with a wand, called virga. 

16. See Jacques Derrida, “Plato’s Pharmacy,” in Dissemination, trans. B. 
Johnson (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981). 

17. For the symbolism of vessels, boats, or ships, see, for example, Sig¬ 
mund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, trans. J. Strachey (New York: Avon 
Books, 1965), 389. 

18. “In the periplous the fleet, positioned in a line, starts to encircle the 
enemy, hoping to close the circle. It watches for a moment when there is 
disorder among the enemy ships which are pressed close together and then 
makes a surprise ramming attack. This was the manoeuvre adopted by the 
Athenian strategos Phormio at the battle of Patrae in August 429 b.c.” (Marcel 
Detienne and Jean-Pierre Vernant, Cunning Intelligence in Greek Culture and 
Society, trans. J. Lloyd [Hassocks, Sussex: Harvester Press, 1978], 297). The 
authors refer here to Thucydides, Peloponnesian War, Book 2, 94). 
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19. See, for example, this passage from Ci-git Here Lies-. “Me, Antonin Ar¬ 
taud, I am my son, my mother, and me; leveler of the imbecilic periplus where 
begetting impales itself, the daddy-mommy periplus and the child, soot from 
grandma’s ass, much more than father-mother’s” (Antonin Artaud, Watch- 
fiends & Rack Screams, trans. C. Eshleman and B. Bador [Boston: Exact 
Change, 1995], 193). 

20. “Indeed, E. Jones has shown that in the phantasm of the reversion of the 
generations, the child localises his wish to be someone’s father in his own 
father, the phantasm consisting in this case to be the father of one’s father, 
that is, his own grand-father” (G. Rosolato, Essais de symbolique [Paris: Galli- 
mard, 1969], 73). 

21. Artaud, “The Theater and the Plague,” 15. 

22. Ibid., 16. 

23. “The latent theme-word differs from the manifest line only in its re¬ 
stricted compass. It is one word, like the words of the developed line; it differs 
from the whole only as one differs from multiplicity. Arriving ahead of the 
complete text, hidden behind the text, or, more precisely, within it, the theme- 
word does not mark any qualitative divergence: it is neither of a superior es¬ 
sence, nor more humble. It offers its substance to an interpretive invention, 
which enables it to survive in a prolonged echo” (Starobinsld, Words upon 
Words, 79). 

24. Starobinski, Words upon Words, 19-20. 

25. Artaud, “The Theater and the Plague,” 15-16. 

26. For the relation between rumor and plague, see, for example, the very 
first page of Daniel Defoe, A Journal of the Plague Year (Harmondsworth, Mid¬ 
dlesex: Penguin Books, 1966), 23. 

27. Artaud, “The Theater and the Plague,” 15. 

28. Ibid., 17. 

29. Ibid., 15. 

30. Ibid., 16. 

31. Ibid., 16. 

32. Ibid., 17. 

33. Rumor stems from the Greek oryesthai, to howl. 

34. The Diaty of Anais Nin, vol. 1, ed. G. Stuhlman (New York: Swallow 
and Harcourt, Brace and World, 1966), 191-92. 

35. “But even when we hear, in a discourse composed of words which we 
know, one word with which we are completely unfamiliar, we do not a priori 
consider this word to be lacking in meaning” (Roman Jakobson, Six Lectures 
on Sound and Meaning, trans. J. Mepharn [Hassocks, Sussex: Harvester Press, 
1978], 58). 

36. By virtue of being a supplement to the “absent” word, the gestures and 
the tone of voice—in a word, theatricality—thus serve the abolition of the 
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spatiality and temporality of the scene, that is, they serve the purity of a self¬ 
present Verb (logos). As Derrida remarks: “Artaud also desired the impossibility 
of the theater, [he] wanted to erase the stage, [he] no longer wanted to see 
what transpires in a locality always inhabited or haunted by the father and 
subjected to the repetition of murder. Is it not Artaud who wants to reduce 
the archi-stage when he writes in the Here-lies: ‘I Antonin Artaud, am my son,/ 
my father, my mother/and myself’[. . .]? That he thereby kept himself at the 
limit of theatrical possibility, and that he simultaneously wanted to produce 
and to annihilate the stage, is what he knew in the most extreme way” (Jacques 
Derrida, Writing and Difference, trans. A. Bass [Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1978], 249). 

37. Analyzing de Saussure’s proof of the presence of the name of Aphro¬ 
dite in Lucretius’s De rerum natura, Starobinsld writes: “Would Saussure go 
as far as to believe that Lucretius was more or less conscioussly renewing links 
with the primitive religious motivation of hypograms? There is no suggestion 
of this in his commentary. Nowhere does the hypothesis appear—which is so 
seductive for us—of an emanation in the fifty opening lines of the first song, 
based on the phonic substance of Aphrodite, of the verbal body of the name: 
the maternal and amorous gift of sonorous flesh, the diffusion of a fundamen¬ 
tal presence through a song of praise” (Starobinslri, Words upon Words, 57). 

38. See, for example: “The Theater and Culture,” the preface to “The 
Theater and the Plague,” where Artaud explicitly links the idea of mana to 
communication: “To our disinterested and inert idea of art an authentic cul¬ 
ture opposes a violently egoistic and magical, i.e., interested idea. For the Mexi¬ 
cans seek contact with the Manas, forces latent in every form, unreleased by 
contemplation of the forms for themselves, but springing to life by magic 
identification with these forms. And the old Totems are there to hasten the 
communication” (11). 

39. Artaud, “The Theater and the Plague,” 15. 

40. Ibid., 17. 

41. Ibid., 17. 

42. Twice, the French original uses the verb recueillit. 

43. In a letter to Andre Gide, Stephane Mallarme writes: “Le vaisseau y 
donne de la bande, du haut d’une page au bas de l’autre, etc.” (Stephane Mal¬ 
larme, Oeuvres Completes [Paris: Gallimard (Pleiade), 1945], 1582). 

44. Needless to say, the notions of both mise en series and “paradoxical 
instances” are explicit references to Gilles Deleuze, Logic of Sense, trans. M. 
Lester and C. Stivale (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990). However, 
the fact that the “paradoxical instances” which make the divergent series com¬ 
municate can be found in Artaud’s text belies Deleuze’s definition of Artaud’s 
language as schizophrenic (83-93). On this problem, see also: Paule Thevenin, 
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67-99. 


3. ONSLAUGHTS ON FILIATION: LAUTREAMONT’S CHANTS DE MALDOROR 

1. Thomas De Quincey, Suspiria de profundis in Confessions of an English 
Opium Eater and Other Writings (New York: Signet Classic, 1966), 168. 

2. Plato, The Collected Dialogues, eds. E. Elamilton and H. Cairns 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980), (3760-378), 623-625. 

3. As to the concept of “textual violence,” see Henry Sussman, “The Ante¬ 
rior Tail: The Code of Les Chants de Maldoror,” Modem Language Notes 89, 
no. 6 (1974): 957-977. 

4. Lucienne Rochon, Lautreamont et le style homerique (Paris: ALM, 1971), 
46, n. 123; for Lautreamont’s use of the traditional Homeric epithet, see also 
Peter W. Nesselroth, Lautreamont’s Imagery: A Stylistic Approach (Geneva: 
Droz, 1969), 41-42. 

5. Friedrich Nietzsche, “Homer’s Contest,” in The Complete Works of 
Friedrich Nietzsche, vol. 2 (New York: Russel and Russel, 1964), 51-62. 

6. Marcel Pleynet remarks in Lautreamont par lui-meme (Paris: Seuil, 1967) 
that one must “recognize in this Chant 1 the logical foundation of all the 
Chants” (82). Moreover, Chant 1 was published independently (and anony¬ 
mously) in August 1868. 

7. Nietzsche, “Homer’s Contest,” 60. 

8. It is certainly not accidental if this warning to the filial reader reminds 
readers of the beginning of Rousseau’s Julie, ou la nouvelle He'Ioise and Sade’s 
admonition: “La mere en prescira la lecture a sa fille” at the beginning of La 
philosophic dans le boudoir. 

9. All quotes are from Comte de Lautreamont, Maldoror, trans. G. Wern- 
ham (New York: New Directions, 1946). Although Wernham’s translation 
may be less precise than the more recent translation by P. Knight (Lautrea¬ 
mont, Maldoror [Harmondsword, Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1978]) I prefer 
Wernham’s translation for stylistic reasons. For the French original refer to 
Lautreamont, Oeuvres Completes (Paris: Gallimard [Pleiade], 1970). 

10. Such self-engendering explains the successful erasure by Isidore Du- 
casse, Lautreamont being his pseudonym, of practically all significant data 
concerning his life, as well as the sterile attempts to reconstruct his biography 
(most recently, Franfois Caradec, Isidore Ducasse: Comte de Lautreamont [Paris, 
Gallimard, 1975] and Jacques Lefrere, Le Visage de Lautreamont: Isidore Ducasse 
a Tarbes et a Pan [Paris: P. Horay, 1971]), or to retrace his literary sources, 
both of which represent, with a few exceptions, the dominant issues in most 
of Lautreamont criticism. By contrast, the “fictional biography” of Jeremy 
Reed, Isidore: A Novel About the Comte de Lautreamont (London: Peter Owen, 
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1992), proposes a different approach to this attempt to reconstruct Ducasse’s 
life. 

11. Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. G. C. Spivak (Baltimore: The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976), 124-25. 

12. Empedocles, “On Nature,” in Early Greek Philosophy, ed. J. Burnet 
(London: A. and Ch. Black, 1908), 243. 

13. Compared to this concept of discord, and its cosmic implications, 
Bachelard’s statement that aggression, even in the shape of “pure aggression,” 
is the Leitmotiv of the Chants falls short of fully capturing the primordial 
violence directed here at all beginnnings. See Gaston Bachelard, Lautreamont 
(Paris: Corti, 1939), 9-11. 

14. “So, after all, there was not one kind of Strife alone, but all over the 
earth there are two. As for the one, a man would praise her when he came to 
understand her; but the other is blameworthy: and they are wholly different in 
nature. Lor one fosters evil war and battle, being cruel: her no man loves; but 
perforce, through the will of the deathless gods, men pay harsh Strife her hon¬ 
our due. But the other is the elder daughter of dark Night, and the son of 
Cronos who sits above and dwells in the aether, set her in the roots of the earth: 
and she is far kinder to men. She stirs up even the shiftless to toil; for a man 
grows eager to work when he considers his neighbour, a rich man who hastens 
to plough and plant and put his house in good order; and neighbour vies with 
neighbour as he hurries after wealth. This Strife is wholesome for men” (Hes¬ 
iod, The Homeric Hymns and Horn erica [London: Heinemann, 1959], 3—5). 

15. Nietzsche, “Homer’s Contest,” 55. 

16. In his analysis of the double nature of discord in Hesiod, Pietro Pucci 
writes: “Lor Discord, by definition, denies the identity and, by implying an 
endless detour of rivalry and struggles, forever removes the presence of the 
fixed locus of truth and plenty. Discord therefore carries within herself the 
negative implication of difference and deferral: Discord is, in fact, one possible 
name for such a movement” (Pietro Pucci, Hesiod and the Language of Poetry 
[Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1977], 130). 

17. Incidentally, Lautreamont’s rejection of philia, of filiation (and, conse¬ 
quently, of a certain conception of life), calls for a confrontation between his 
reinterpretation of Empedocles’s opposition and Lreud’s superimposition in 
“Analysis Terminable and Interminable” of the concepts of neikos and philia 
onto those of Eros and Ananke. Lreud writes: “The two fundamental princi¬ 
ples of Empedocles—neikos and philia—are, both in name and in function, 
the same as our two primal instincts, Eros and Destructiveness, the former of 
which strives to combine existing phenomena into even greater unities, while 
the latter seeks to dissolve these combinations and destroy the structures to 
which they have given rise” (Sigmund Freud, Collected Papers, vol. 5 [London: 
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Hogarth Press, 1950], 349-350. Considering the priority given by Freud to 
Ananke over Eros, especially, in “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” neikos, 
strife, and discord in Lautreamont would then function analogously to the 
death-drive. This has been noted, although in a somewhat muddled way, by 
Marcel Jean and Arpad Mezei in their study Les Chants de Maldoror: Essai sur 
Lautreamont et son oeuvre (Paris: Nizet, 1947), 129. 

18. To barbarize the other is, indeed, the price paid for self-reflexive iden¬ 
tity, as Jean-Marc Blanchard has shown in “Of Cannibalism and Autobiogra¬ 
phy,” MLN 93, no. 4 (1978): 654-76. 

19. “I have seen them all together, now with a powerful fist raised towards 
heaven like that of a child already defying its mother, probably inspired by 
some sprite from hell, their eyes filled with a remorse at once burning and 
hateful, in glacial silence, daring not to unleash the mighty and evil medita¬ 
tions that they harbor in their breasts, so pregnant are they with injustice and 
horror, saddening with compassion the God of mercy./And I have seen them 
at every moment of the day from infancy to old age, while scattering about 
them the most unbelievable insensate curses against everything breathing, 
against themselves and against Providence, prostitute women and children and 
dishonor those parts of the body consecrated to modesty./Then the oceans 
rise up and drag down the ships into their depths; hurricanes and earthquakes 
destroy buildings; plagues and divers sicknesses decimate the praying families. 
But men are not aware of all this” (6). 

20. For the repercussion of this problem on the level of the signifier, see 
Nesselroth (Lautreamont ’s hnagery), who shows how even Lautreamont’s im¬ 
ages violate “the most essential requirement of the traditional simile: resem¬ 
blance” (21). 

21. See Serge Leclaire, Psychoanalyzing: On the Order of the Unconscious and 
the Practice of the Letter, trans. P. Karnuf (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
I 99 8 ), 48 - 53 - 

22. For the theme of childhood in the Chants refer to Maurice Blanchot, 
Lautreamont and Sade, trans. S. Kendall and M. Kendall (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2004), 96-101. 

23. By defining the writing subject in terms of a dispersed scenario, I avoid 
the traditional problem of the narrative voice, which in the case of Lautrea¬ 
mont has given considerable headaches to his critics. 

24. “Child, who have suffered such cruel pain: who could have perpetrated 
such a crime upon you, a crime for which I can find no name” (8). 

25. It may not be too far-fetched to recall here Euripides’s Medea, not so 
much, however, because of the slaughter she causes but because of what un¬ 
derlies her butchering. The sacreligious desertion of her home, her house, and 
her family, the irrevocable exile from it, the fatal circumstances that lead her 
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to destroy her substitute home, all this makes of Helios’s daughter an “entity” 
threatening the very constitution of a home itself (Heim, Herd, foyer, chez-soi). 
When Maldoror prepares himself to crush the glowworm large as a house, a 
similar destruction of the ethos as the place of dwelling is at stake. 

26. Walter Benjamin, The Origin of German Tragic Drama, trans. J. Os¬ 
borne (London: NLB, 1977), 107. 

27. Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science, trans. W. Kaufmann (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1974), 191-92. 

28. “It is impossible then . . . even for a god to wish to alter himself.” 
Plato, The Republic (38ic-d.), 628. 

29. Plato, The Republic, (38od-2), 627. 

30. “Long ago when I was born upon the wings of youth this seemed 
strange to me and made me dream; now I am used to it” (12-13). 

31. It is not totally out of the question that Leconte de Lisle’s “Les Hur- 
leurs” may have inspired Lautreamont. Compared to the similarities that 
speak in favor of their filiation, the differences, however, are extreme. More¬ 
over, does Lautreamont’s practice of plagiarization not radically break his lit¬ 
erary indebtedness? Indeed, in the case of Lautreamont, philological 
derivations do not add to the text’s readability. 

32. This is why the dogs howl at the toads (crapaud), at the tot ( crapoussin ), 
who has absconded from the mother (mere, marais, mare'cages), and crush them 
with one single snap. This also is why they howl at the trees, whose moving 
shadows are a simile of the metamorphoses they undergo. 

33. According to Oscar Bloch and W. von Wartburg, Dictionnaire Ftymo- 
logique de la Langue Franqaise (Paris: PUF, 1932), requin stems from requiem, 
an allusion to the quick death it causes. Paul Robert’s Dictionnaire Alphabetique 
et Analogique de la Langue Franqaise (Paris: Dictionnaire Le Robert, 1970), 
however, also mentions the norman-french quien, which stands for dog. 

34. “je suis moi-meme la guerre,” writes Bataille in a chapter of La pra¬ 
tique de la joie devant la mart entitled; “Meditation heracliteenne.” Georges 
Bataille, Oeuvres Completes, vol. 1 (Paris: Gallimard, 1970), 557. 

35. Since Maldoror apprehends nothing, one may object to the present 
interpretation that precisely because he sees nothing, a very specific primal 
scene—that of the male child’s beholding of the mother’s genitals—is at stake 
here, a scene, in comparison to which all other representations are but subse¬ 
quent repetitions. Suffice it to say that what I developed so far with respect to 
the notion of “primal scenes” is valid here as well: a primal scene is always 
posterior to even its own effects. 

Another possible objection may concern Maldoror’s refusal to be born, for 
it may easily be mistaken for a regression to intrauterine representations char¬ 
acteristic of primary narcissism. However, such an approach forgets that the 
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Chants speak about nothing else but writing. By undoing each representation 
of itself, particularly of its own origin, writing is never carried to its own full 
term. 

Of course, as this problematic seems to be connected in strophe vm to an 
intense nostalgia for the dead mother, one would have to show that the scenar¬ 
ios developed by Freud in “Mourning and Melancholia” cannot be mechani¬ 
cally applied to Lautreamont’s text. But did I not already suggest that a text 
like Les Chants de Maldoror undid all the key scenarios long before they were 
formalized by psychoanalysis? 

Furthermore, a close reading of “On Narcissism: An Introduction” could 
show that Freud’s theory of primary narcissism is rooted in an at least tempo¬ 
rary refusal to recognize sexuality’s compliance to the death drive. In spite of 
the fact that the existence of primary narcissism will later vouch for the prior¬ 
ity of the death drive over the life instincts, and although object love, in “On 
Narcissism,” is essentially a love for oneself, a mere detour to oneself, and 
consequently at the service of the instincts of self-conservation—that is, of the 
death drive—narcissism, by excluding all exteriority, all violent opening of the 
self to being marked by the outside, functions in 1914 mainly as a powerful 
fortress against a conception of death as sexuality. (As an aside, let me point 
out that it is actually this initial priority that Freud accorded to the life in¬ 
stincts over the death drive, which motivates Jean Laplanche’s recourse to the 
notion of anaclisis [Anlehnung] in order to repress the death drive altogether, 
as it were, for the sole benefit of the life instincts.) Just as in the concrete life 
of individuals, narcissism as a theoretical formation is a first and rather power¬ 
ful defense against sexuality. By contrast, the Chants de Maldoror stage that 
other scene, which precedes the formation of the (narcissistic) Ego. Moreover, 
it is this scene, which in the Chants prevents sexuality from being domesticated 
and put at the service of Ego formation. 

By contrast, in “Mourning and Melancholia,” readers may find a variety of 
traits that could show Maldoror’s self-rending to be symptomatic of an accute 
case of melancholia rooted in the loss of a beloved object. Especially if this 
lost object is the mother, as the Chants could be seen to suggest, it would 
follow that having identified with this particular object, the subject will direct 
against himself all that violence that until now was directed against outer real¬ 
ity, specifically, the mother. She was the original target of all that aggression 
now directed against the self, since in her desire she threatened the integrity 
of the child’s self. The violence done to oneself would thus derive from the 
violence the mother inflicted upon the child. Only by rejecting this kind of 
exteriority—the bad, intrusive mother imposing a first encounter with eroti¬ 
cism as violence—can the narcissistic Ego come to constitute itself. The rejec¬ 
tion of sexuality and eroticism would then take place for the benefit of the 
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good mother, the caring mother, who herself is only a fictional detour to 
oneself. 

Maldoror, however, follows the advice of the betraying mother, and, like 
the dogs, rends himself in pleasure. As a consequence, he can never become 
an Ego, much less a narcissistic Ego. Relentlessly tearing himself apart, Mald¬ 
oror never even enters the process of becoming a subject (or a voice) whose 
primary step is narcissism. 

An additional remark still remains to be made. The mother, who in the 
Chants tears the filial bonds apart by desiring her son, and who violently in¬ 
scribes her desire onto the child’s body, is a dead mother. This mother, who 
at the moment of her death permits her son to look into her glassy eyes, for 
whom eroticism and death are one, is always already dead as a mother, or lost 
as a mother. It follows from this that, just like her child, she too lacks an Ego, 
and that she cannot be lost since she has always already lost herself. Such a 
mother cannot become the object of any anaclitic object choice. She is no 
“sorgende Mutter” (caring mother), she cannot trigger a narcissistic detour, and 
hence cannot serve in building a narcissistic Ego. The relation of Maldoror to 
the mother, consequently, is to be thought in terms different from those that 
characterize the scenarios of psychoanalysis. Despite all appearances, there is 
nothing like narcissism in Maldoror’s Chants. On the contrary, and as many 
examples could prove, the relation is the very dissolution of narcissism into a 
realm of appearances, into a realm of semblance. 

Thus the Chants cannot depict the ultimate failure of Lautreamont’s al¬ 
leged narcissistic experience, as Paul Zweig ascertains in Lautreamont: The Vio¬ 
lent Narcissus (Port Washington: Kennikat Press, 1972), nor do they stage such 
narcissm, as Nesselroth suggest, as a step toward the creation of the author by 
which Lautreamont becomes the creator of Isidore Ducasse (Nesselroth, 
120-121). 

36. See in this context, Leclaire, Psychoanalyzing, 46-47, as well as Jean 
Frangois Lyotard’s analysis of Freud’s “Ein Kind wird geschlagen” in Discours, 
figure (Paris: Klincksieck, 1971). 

37. See also the structure of inversion in classical Greek tragedy as ana¬ 
lyzed by Jean-Pierre Vernant and Pierre Vidal-Naquet in Mythe et tragedie en 
gr'ece ancienne (Paris: Maspero, 1972). Let me also point out that Julia Kris- 
teva’s use of paragrams to describe the textuality of the Chants is an all-too- 
static representation of its movements. See J. Kristeva, Recherchespour line s'em- 
eanalyse (Paris: Seuil, 1969), 174-207. 

38. “Why do I return to you, for the thousandth time, to your friendly 
arms which part to caress my burning brow, their very contact extinguishing 
my fever!” (25). 
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1. See Peter Kapitza, Die friihromantische Theorie der Mischung (Munich: 
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The Theoty of Literature in German Romanticism, trans. P. Barnard and C. Les¬ 
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bines folklore and philological essays, the novella Octavie, a poetical and 
philosophical history of religion entitled Isis, and the play Corilla. 

5. See Albert Beguin, LAme romantique et le reve (Paris: Corti, 1946). 

6. Michel Foucault, in his preface to the first edition of Folie et deraison: 
Histoire de la folie a Page classique (Paris: Plon, 1961), defined madness in gen¬ 
eral as the absence of work [absence d'oeuvre ]. See in this context also De Foucault 
a Netval: Aurelia ou Ll le livre infaisable ” as well as the very beautiful text “Ge¬ 
rard de Nerval: Writing Living, or Madness as Autobiography” by Shoshana 
Felman in her book Writing and Madness (Literature/Philosophy/Psychoanalysis) 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003), 59-77. 

7. See the letter of November 6, 1853, quoted in Sarah Kofman, Netval, le 
charme de la repetition (Lausanne: L’Age d’homme, 1979), 11. 

8. Raymond Jean, Nerval par lui-meme (Paris: Seuil, 1964), 8. 

9. Nancy and Lacoue-Labarthe, The Literary Absolute, 390. 

10. Kapitza, 115-16. 

11. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Aesthetics: Lectures on Fine Art, vol. 1, 
trans. T. M. Knox (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975), 11. 

12. Ibid., 609-611. 

13. Friedrich Schlegel, Dialogue on Poetiy and Literary Aphorisms, trans. E. 
Behler and R. Struc (State College: Pennsylvania State University Press, 
1968), 63. 

14. August Wilhelm Schlegel, Kritische Schriften und Briefe, vol. 2 ( Die Kunst- 
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15. Hegel, Aesthetics: Lectures on Fine Art, 1:605-6. 
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17. All page numbers within the text refer to Selected Writings of Gerard de 
Netval, trans. G. Wagner (London: Peter Owen, 1958). Some of the transla¬ 
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18. Gerard de Nerval, Oeuvres, vol. 1 (Paris: Pleiade, 1952), 35-36. 

19. Nerval, Oeuvres, 1:223. 

20. Ibid., 1268. 
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21. “Upon the arrival of her niece, the house was ablaze” [“Sa niece arri- 
vant, c’etait la feu dans la rnaison”]. The house itself was constructed “of un¬ 
equal blocks of sandstone covered with vines of hops and of Virginia creeper” 
(63), [“en pierre de gres inegales que revetaient des treillages de houblon et 
de vigne vierge” (Nerval, Oeuvres, 1, 277)]. As Jean-Pierre Richard notes, 
sandstone is a mixture of petrified mud, a mixture of earth and humidity. See 
Jean-Pierre Richard, Poe'sie etprofondeur (Paris: Seuil, 1955), 51. 

22. Georges Poulet, “Sylvie ou la pensee de Nerval,” in Trois essais de myth- 
ologie romantique (Paris: Corti, 1966), 29. 

23. Ibid., 44. 

24. Sigmund Freud, “A Special Type of Choice of Object Made by Men 
(Contributions to the Psychology of Love I)” and especially “On the Univer¬ 
sal Tendency of Debasement in the Sphere of Love (Contributions to the 
Psychology of Love II),” in Standard Edition, vol. 11, ed. and trans. J. Strachey 
et al. (London: Hogarth Press, 1957), 163-175 and 177-190. 

25. Chapter 12, “Father Dodu,” is especially significant here, for it shows 
readers that not only is the tomb of Rousseau empty, but even his memory is 
deformed. The only thing that remains of Rousseau in this countryside is his 
double, Father Dodu, who ends up transforming Rousseau into Socrates. 

26. See Poulet, “Sylvie ou la pensee de Nerval,” about “the abolished 
tower” [la tour abolie], 48. 

27. See Sarah Kofman, Nerval, 40-41. 

28. Friedrich Schlegel, Philosophical Fragments, trans. P. Firchow (Minne¬ 
apolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991), 31-32. 

29. Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy, “Le Dialogue des 
genres,” in Poetique 21: 148-75. 

30. Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Litera¬ 
ture, trans. W. R. Trask (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1971), 20. 

31. Erich Auerbach, “Figura,” in Scenes from the Drama of European Litera¬ 
ture (Gloucester, Mass.: Peter Smith, 1973), 57: “Thus figural interpretation 
is a product of late cultures, far more indirect, complex, and charged with 
history than the symbol or myth. Indeed, seen from this point of view, it has 
something vastly old about it: a great culture had to reach its culmination and 
indeed to show signs of old age, before an interpretative tradition could pro¬ 
duce something on the order of figural prophecy.” 

32. Auerbach, Mimesis, 20. 

33. Auerbach, Scenes from the Drama of European Literature, 55. 

34. Auerbach, Mimesis, 80. 

35. Ibid., 81. 

36. Novalis writes: “Das chemische Prinzip ist dem figurierenden Prinzip 
zuwider—es zerstort die Figuren.” Quoted from Kapitza, Die friihromantische 
Theorie der Mischung, 101. 
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37. Nancy and Lacoue-Labarthe, The Literaty Absolute, 76-77. 

38. See, for example, Albert Beguin, who writes that Nerval’s works are 
“those with the most intimate ties to the existence of their author” and that 
the works become, “because Nerval wants it, the very place where their des¬ 
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39. See Richard, Poe'sie et Profondeur, 75. 
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refuses to be animated through Lord Ewald’s idealizing gaze. In the case of 
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absolute circulation, he only speculates about it. In this case as in all the others 
the narrative context impedes final certitude. There is no way to choose be¬ 
tween any one of the conjectures intimated by the text. Above all, this total 
takeover conflicts with Hadaly’s self-revealed identity—she calls herself Ha- 
daly, and not Sowana—nor does it account for the different voices, Sowana’s 
and Alicia Clary’s, in which Hadaly speaks after her incarnation. All these 
conjectures allow readers to conclude only that Hadaly is the support of a 
plurality of voices. 
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of its historical implication, and turned it into a device for picturing an ahistor- 
ical and timeless inner world? 

3. Frangois Livi, Joris-Karl Huysmans. A Rebours et Vesprit decadent (Paris: 
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see Stephen G. Brush, The Temperature of History: Phases of Science and Culture 
in the Nineteenth Century (New York: Burt Franklin & Co., 1978). 

12. Innumerable aquatic images throughout Against Nature repeat and vary 
the motif of deliquescence evoked above. For the signifier “rain” in this novel, 
I refer the reader to the highly interesting analysis of Dominique Tachon, “A 
Rebours: la representation blanche,” in Melanges Pierre Lambert, 117-40. 
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For reasons of brevity I must also forgo an analysis of the relation between 
Miss Urania and the ventriloquist woman, that is between a woman-man re¬ 
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7. BEGINNINGS AND ENDINGS 

1. Karl Lowith, Meaning in History. The Theological Implications of the Philos¬ 
ophy of History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press), 1949. 

2. See in particular the proceedings of a conference from 1962 published 
in Die Philosophic und die Frage nach dem Fortschritt, eds. H. Kuhn and F. Wied- 
rnann (Munich: Anton Pustet, 1964) and Hans Blumenberg, The Legitimacy of 
the Modem Age, trans. R. M. Wallace (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1999). 
Martin Heidegger’s objections regarding the notion of secularization are even 
more devastating than those forwarded by Blumenberg—in that, as he has 
pointed out, the notion of secularization is thoughtlessly deceptive “because a 
world toward which and in which one is made worldly already belongs to 
‘secularization’ and ‘becoming-worldly’ ” (Martin Heidegger, Nietzsche, vol. 4, 
trans. F. A. Capuzzi [San Francisco: Harper & Row], too). For my purpose, 
Blumenberg’s criticism, which takes on the historical credentials of this cate¬ 
gory, must suffice. 

3. See also Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978), 
258-59. 

4. All page references in this section are to Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: The 
Representation of Reality in Western Literature, trans. W. R. Trask (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1974). 

5. Erich Auerbach, “Epilegomena zu Mimesis,” Romanische Forschungen 
65, nos. 1-2, 1953: 2. 

6. Ibid., p. 11. 

7. For the sense in which figure is to be understood here, see Erich Auer¬ 
bach, “Figura,” in Scenes from the Drama of European Literature (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1984), 11-76, 229-237. 

8. Auerbach, “Epilegomena zu Mimesis,” 18. 

9. Helmut Kuhn, “Literaturgeschichte als Geschichtsphilosophie. Zu 
Erich Auerbachs ‘Mimesis,’ ” in Schriften zur Asthetik (Munich: Kosel Verlag, 
1966), 194. 

10. All page references in this section are to Edward Said, Beginnings: In¬ 
tention and Method (New York: Basic Books, 1975). 

11. The full passage to which I am referring reads as follows: “Religious 
narrative, Christ’s biography, and what Vico called sacred history are founded 
upon and originate in the original mystery of a Virgin Birth that can never be 
wholly verified, but which demands recognition and unqualified acceptance; 
whereas secular narrative [...] is based on—begins in—the common and indis¬ 
putable fact of natural human birth—or, using more severe terms, in the natal 
banishment of man from immortality and in his initiation into an afflicted 
family, not one that is apostolic but is rather a problematical combination of 
repression and love” (142). 
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12. The historical dialectic of secular representation is not always carried 
out in such a rich way, that is, according to all its multiple layers and ramifica¬ 
tions, as it is in Said’s Beginnings. Take, for example, Gerald Graff’s criticism 
of the “reflexive fallacy” of postmodernism, which he analyzes in a way that it 
is diagnosed as a dead end of literature without any possible dialectical salva¬ 
tion. The only answer to it can come from outside this literary aberration, 
which Graff detects in a promising return to realism in the anti-intellectual 
novels of Saul Bellows and in the elegy to toughness in Stanley Elkin’s Poetics 
for Bullies. See Gerald Graff, Literature Against Itself (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press), 1979. 

13. All page references in this section are to Frank Kermode, The Sense of 
an Ending (London: Oxford University Press, 1975). 

14. Otto Poggeler, “Dichtungstheorie und Toposforschung,” in Jahrbuch 
jur Asthetik und allgemeine Kunstwissenschaft, vol. 5 (i960), 136-8. 

15. See Charlton T. Lewis and Charles Short, A Latin Dictionary (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1975). 

16. For the organicist conception of discourse, that is, of a well-con¬ 
structed speech see, Plato, Phaedros, in Plato, The Collected Dialogues 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980), 510 (264c-d). 

17. Kermode is highly critical of all attempts to separate the spatial from 
the temporal, and to privilege it (see Kermode, The Sense of an Ending, 176-9). 
This same organicist motive that we find in Kermode is also operative in Said’s 
Beginnings when it is pointed out that “a narrative also contains the seeds of 
its own aging and death” (142). 

18. Friedrich Schlegel, Philosophical Fragments, trans. P. Firchow (Minne¬ 
apolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991), 31, 50. 

19. Ibid., 48. 

20. All the critics I have been discussing consider the present in which they 
are writing as the climax of decadence or decay—as the reign of the beast as it 
were—and themselves as prophets announcing a new age. 

21. See Gerald Graff, “Politics, Language, Deconstruction, Lies and Re¬ 
flexive Fallacy: A Rejoinder to W. J. T. Mitchell,” Salmagundi, nos. 47-48 
(1980): 78-94. 

22. Blumenberg, The Legitimacy of the Modem Age, 43. 

23. E. D. Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1967), 40. 

24. Ibid., 42. Although the translators of the revised edition of Gadamer’s 
Truth and Method to which I will refer translate the term Wirkungsgeschichte as 
histoty of effects, I will continue to use the older translation of effective histoty. 
See Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method (no trans.) (New York: Seabury 
Press, 1975). Both renderings in English are problematic, but the notion of a 
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history of effects misses out on Gadamer’s conception of history itself as an 
effective actuality that represents at all moments the horizon of signification 
in the present for all actions and thoughts. 

25. Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2nd rev. ed., trans. J. Weins- 
heimer and D. G. Marshall (New York: Continuum, 1995). Hereafter as TM 
followed by pager numbers. 

26. See Helmut Kuhn, “Literaturgeschichte als Geschichtsphilosophie,” 
163. 

27. Wilhelm Dilthey, The Formation of the Historical World hi the Human 
Sciences, eds. R. A. Makkreel and F. Rodi (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2002). Hereafter as FHW, followed by page numbers. 

28. Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation, 43. 

8. ON AESTHETIC AND HISTORICAL DETERMINATION 

1. Jacques Derrida, Writing and Difference, trans. A. Bass (Chicago: Univer¬ 
sity of Chicago Press, 1978), 5. 

2. Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten, Reflections on Poetiy, trans. K. Aschen- 
brenner and W. B. Holther (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1954). 
All page numbers referenced in this essay refer to this edition. 

3. Helmut Kuhn, Schriften zur Aesthetik (Munich: Kosel, 1966), 35. 

4. Hans Robert Jauss, Toward an Aesthetic of Reception (Minneapolis: Uni¬ 
versity of Minnesota Press, 1982), 49. 

5. Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, Discourse on Metaphysics, trans. P. G. Lucas 
and L. Grint (Manchester: University of Manchester Press, 1953), 41. 

6. Ernst Cassirer, Philosophy of the Enlightenment (Princeton: University of 
Princeton Press, 1968), 346. 

7. Alfred Baeumler, Das Irrationalitdtsproblem in der Asthetik and Logik des 
18. Jahrhunderts bis zur Kritik der Urteilskraft (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche 
Buchgesellschaft, 1881), 229. 

8. Although Baumgarten did not invent the category of determination but 
received it from Spinoza, Leibniz and Wolff, this is not the place to demarcate 
his use of that concept from that of his predecessors. 

9. Baeumler, Das Irrationalitdtsproblem, 15. In order to do justice to the 
relation between aesthetics and history as it develops in the eighteenth cen¬ 
tury, it is necessary to mention that it was not only the time at which aesthetics 
became the paradigm for history, but that, conversely, it was also the time at 
which the historical foundations of poetics were laid out in the writings of 
Schiller, Schlegel and Holderlin. 

10. Baeumler, Das Irrationalitdtsproblem, 223-4. 

11. See also 29-31 of the preface by K. Aschenbrenner and W. B. Holther 
to their edition of Baumgarten’s Reflections. The editors stress the indebtedness 



57 8 Notes to pages 219-41 

of Baumgarten’s aesthetics to the principle of the imitation of nature, and the 
theological model of the process of creation. 

12. See also the scholia to paragraph 28 on page 48 of the Reflections. 

13. The only dictionary to my knowledge that features an entry of impor¬ 
tance on the concept of determination is the Historisches Wiirterbuch der Philoso¬ 
phic, vol. 1 (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1971). The entry 
is by Viktor Warnach and Stephan Korner. 

14. Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response (Balti¬ 
more: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978), 171. 

15. Ibid., 175. 

16. Ibid., 175. 

17. Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and his World, trans. H. Iswolsky (Blooming¬ 
ton: Indiana University Press, 1984), 2. 

18. Ibid., 376. 

19. Ibid., 454. 

20. Ibid., 445. 

21. Ibid., 447. 

22. Ibid., 448. 

23. Ibid., 463, 448. 

9. hegel’s orient, or the end of romanticism 

1. If not otherwise mentioned, all the references within the text are from 
Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon, 1978). 

2. Friedrich Schlegel, Philosophical Fragments, trans. P. Firchow (Minneap¬ 
olis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991), 106. 

3. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, The Philosophy of History, trans. J. 
Sibree (New York: Dover, 1956), 103 (translation modified). 

4. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Hegel’s Science of Logic, trans. A.V. 
Miller (New York: Humanities, 1969), 706. 

5. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A.V. 
Miller (New York: Oxford University Press, 1979), 120. 

6. Georg Wilhelm Fredrich Hegel, Aesthetics: Lectures on Fine Art, vol. 1, 
trans. T. M. Knox (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975), 335. 

7. Symbolic art, by the way, is a perfect example to demonstrate that the 
East, for Hegel, is not simply a geographical region with regard to Europe. It 
includes, indeed, forms of Greek and even Christian art. 

8. Hegel, Aesthetics, 301-02. 

9. Ibid., 601. 

10. Ibid., 609. 

11. Ibid., 610. 

12. Ibid., pp. 610-11. 
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13. Hegel, The Philosophy of History, 359. 

14. Hegel, Aesthetics, 611. 

IO. OF GOATS, CAVES, AND CANNIBALS: 

daniel defoe’s robinson crusoe 

1. Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2nd ed., trans. J. Weins- 
heimer and D. G. Marshall (New York: Continuum Publishing Company, 
1995), 304 (translation modified). 

2. Daniel Defoe, Robinson Crusoe, ed. M. Shinagel (New York: Norton, 
1975). All page references in the text refer to this edition. 

3. The essay devoted by Pierre Macherey to Robinson Crusoe draws atten¬ 
tion to the complete lack of exoticism that one would expect from a novel set 
in the tropics. If there is exoticism, he contends, it is that of the “secheresse 
des choses” in the universe of the island not yet developed economically. In 
this context, Macherey describes “la qualite du regard initial que Robinson 
porte sur les choses: plutot que d’un regard naif, il s’agit dun regard denue, 
prive de toute espece de recours. II s’agit d’un regard pauvre, L’ile deserte est 
habitee par un regard deserte” (Pierre Macherey, Pour une theorie de la produc¬ 
tion litteraire [Paris: Maspero, 1966], 269). 

4. Gadamer, 304. 

5. Peter Hulrne, Colonial Encounters: Europe and the Native Caribbean, 1492- 
1797 (London: Methuen, 1986), 176. 

6. Ibid., 188-189. 

7. Later in the novel this urge to leave “the Station wherein God and 
Nature” has placed an individual is called “the general Plague of Mankind,” 
indeed, the “original sin” (152). 

8. The project of brewing himself some beer which was to crown a pro¬ 
gressive process at perfecting his accommodation is abandoned only after the 
discovery of the footprint, and with Crusoe’s putting all his thoughts and in¬ 
ventive power to figuring out how to destroy the cannibals (131-132). 

9. During the island sequence, Crusoe repeatedly comments on his ap¬ 
pearances. One example: “I was now a most formidable Fellow to look at, 
when I went abroad, if you add to the former Description of my self, the 
Particular of two Pistols, and a great broad Sword hanging at my Side in a 
Belt, but without a Scabbard” (131). 

10. Crusoe makes the connection between the project to escape from the 
island and his aspiration to go abroad, when he claims that it took “root in my 
Temper, that I could not satisfy my self in my Station, but was continually 
poring upon the Means, and Possibility of my Escape from this Place” (152). 

11. Hulrne, 205-206. 

12. Even with regards to the white Europeans who towards the end come 
upon the island, Crusoe relates as the master of the island. No equality reigns 
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here. In this context, the fact that on his return to England, Crusoe is “as 
perfect a Stranger to all the World, as if [he] had never been known there” 
(216), is not insignificant either. 

13. The relation between Crusoe and Friday in the island episode is not 
unlike that between Crusoe and the strange, and “ghostly ‘partner,’ ” to which 
Hulrne has drawn our attention, and who very unexpectedly (given that no 
reference to such a partner is made in the earlier account of his Brazilian 
affairs) contacts Crusoe in Portugal toward the end of the frame narrative to 
inform him on how his plantation and fortune have prospered during his ab¬ 
sence. He characterizes this partner as, “if not Crusoe’s double, then at least 
the part of himself left behind before the fateful voyage of 1659.” Hulme 
concludes, “In that other place, silently, Crusoe’s other self, his ghostly ‘part¬ 
ner’, is developing those plantations” (221-222). 

14. Comparison is an essential operation throughout the novel: examples 
range from Crusoe’s tabulated evaluation of his affairs after his arrival on the 
island (53) to his claim that “little repining there would be among Mankind, 
at any Condition of Life, if People would rather compare their Condition with 
those that are worse, in order to be thankful, than be always comparing them 
with those which are better, to assist their Murmurings and Complainings” 

(131). Comparison is here primarily an operation of accounting, and its aim is 
to secure that the self never loses, but, on all occasions, remains successful. 

15. As Macherey has noted, “Robinson Crusoe, c’est avant tout un roman 
sur le travail, et meme le premier roman du travail” (271). In distinction from 
Macherey, I hold that the issue of “work” is not primarily a function of Robin¬ 
son’s material appropriation of the island in view of establishing the history of 
economic constitution, but is intimately linked to the question of the subject 
and his or her self-composition in a process that includes much more than 
“goods.” 

11. kafka’s law: in the field of forces 

BETWEEN JUDAISM AND HELLENISM 

1. Walter Benjamin, Selected Writings, vol. 2 (1927-1934), ed. M. W. Jen¬ 
nings (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999). All simple page refer¬ 
ences within the text refer to this work. 

2. All page references in the text preceded by 2.3 refer to the annotations 
on “Franz Kafka” in Walter Benjamin, Gesamnielte Schriften (Frankfurt/Main, 
1977), 2.3:1153-1276. Since I will make abundant references to the notes that 
Benjamin made in preparation for the “Franz Kafka” essay, and in view of a 
planned revision, all of which have been collected in these annotations, it may 
be wise to recall Benjamin’s own remark in the essay on Kafka’s posthumously 
published notes and reflections: “It is easier to draw speculative conclusions 
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from Kafka’s posthumous collection of notes than to explore even one of the 
motifs that appear in his stories and novels” (807). In the collected notes, he 
adds: “As much as one is first drawn to the collection of notes, one should take 
equal precaution when studying them” (2.3:1235). 

3. Werner Hamacher has made this connection as well. In an analysis of 
Benjamin’s contention that “the cloudy spot [in the parable] deprives the para¬ 
ble of its parabolic character in order to raise it to [the status of] a symbol” 
(2.3:1258), Hamacher, basing himself on the relation between the parable 
“Before the Law” and the novel The Trial, has linked the cloudiness of this 
spot in Kafka’s writings to the essential unrepresentability of the Law whose 
main (if not sole) injunction is to prohibit any figuration of itself. See Werner 
Hamacher, “Die Geste im Namen. Benjamin und Kafka,” in Entfemtes Ver¬ 
st eh en (Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1998), 280-323. In the following, how¬ 
ever, I will argue that this prohibition is only one among several reasons that 
explains the cloudiness of the law in Kafka according to Benjamin. 

4. In the notes he made for this letter, which also is evidence of Brecht’s 
influence on this matter, Benjamin is even more explicit: “I hold Kafka’s con¬ 
tinuous insistence on the law, from which never anything is made known, to 
be the blind spot of his work, the drawer of a mystery-monger. Indeed, I do 
not wish to take on this concept” (2.3:1245). 

5. Among the annotations to the Kafka text, Benjamin recorded a passage 
from Kraft who writes that he believes “that Kafka’s work is actually closed 
[iiberhaupt verschlossen\ . . . He has taken the key with him. Perhaps not even 
that. We don’t know” (2.3:1218). But, as Benjamin’s essay on Kafka demon¬ 
strates, such closure not only invites interpretation in general, but invites also 
the attempt to explain how this closure is brought about. 

6. “ ‘Who are you?’ asked K. ‘My name is Barnabas,’ said he; ‘I am a mes¬ 
senger.’ His lips were strong and yet gentle as he spoke” (Franz Kafka, The 
Castle, trans. W. and E. Muir [New York: Schocken Books, 1974], 29). Barna¬ 
bas was a companion of the apostle Paulus; his name means “son of encour¬ 
agement” or “son of prophecy.” 

7. “In this realm in which the assistants are intermediaries [ Mittler ], noth¬ 
ing is completely alive, nothing is completely dead” (2.3:1224). 

8. Walter Benjamin, Selected Writings, vol. 1 (1913-1926), ed. M. W. Jen¬ 
nings (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996), 339. 

9. Discussing Goethe’s concept of nature, and the latter’s suggestion that 
even the “ ‘word of reason’ can be reckoned to the credit of nature,” Benjamin 
remarks that with this tenet Goethe “deprived himself of the possibility of 
drawing up limits. Without distinctions, existence becomes subject to the con¬ 
cept of nature, which grows into monstrosity.” And he concludes: “In this 
world view lies chaos. To that pass at last leads the life of myth, which, without 
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master or boundaries, imposes itself as the sole power in the domain of exis¬ 
tence” (Benjamin, Selected Writings, 1:315-316). 

10. In his notes, Benjamin transcribed a sentence from Felix Bertaux which 
suggests that humanity, as the guardian of the law, “does not understand, and 
does not know, the Law that it nevertheless guards” (2.3:1200). 

11. Benjamin explores another dimension of this constitutive oblivion of 
the law in a note: “Dialectic of forgetting. Is it we who have forgotten? Or is 
it not we who have been forgotten? Kafka never decides. Perhaps the superiors 
are only so depraved because we have not paid attention to them? But then, 
they are perhaps only so depraved because they have never of thought of us” 
(2.3:1219). 

12. Benjamin, Selected Writings, 1:252. 

13. The following note expresses the same idea: “Kafka clears entire and 
immense areas that had been occupied by mankind. He undertakes a strategic 
retreat as it were. He takes mankind back to the swamp line” (2.3:1205). 

14. Johann Jakob Bachofen, Myth, Religion, and Mother Right. Selected Writ¬ 
ings, trans. R. Manheim (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), 93. 

15. Benjamin, Selected Writings, 1:305. 

16. Ibid., 242. 

17. Ibid., 247. 

18. Ibid., 249-250. 

19. Ibid., 252 (translation modified). 

20. In “Critique of Violence,” Benjamin qualifies divine violence as being 
lethal but without spilling blood. As I have argued, the father, in solidarity 
with the holders of power, as Benjamin maintains, condemns his son to the 
bloodless death of drowning. 

21. Benjamin remarks also that “corruption is in the law what fear is in 
thinking. It makes a mess of the operation and yet is the only thing in it that 
matters and provides hope” (2.3:1216). Indeed, like the lawlessness of Kafka’s 
legal world, the corruption of the law, must be understood as bastardizations 
of both God’s Law and justice insofar as they are, as seen, in essence law- 
destroying. 

22. Ernst Bloch, Erbschaft dieser Zeit (Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1985), 
241. 

23. Undoubtedly, the decay, or decline of Judaism, to which Bloch refers, 
evokes what has been called the Jewish question during the first decades of the 
last century in German-speaking Central Europe. The Jewish question con¬ 
cerned the problems that arose from the Jews’ very assimilation to a non- 
Jewish environment, namely from the wish to remain Jewish without acknowl¬ 
edging one’s Jewishness. As Hannah Arendt remarks, this question “was of 
great importance [to the Jewish intellectuals], for their own Jewishness, which 
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played hardly any role in their spiritual household, [but] determined their so¬ 
cial life to an extraordinary degree and therefore presented itself to them as a 
moral question of the first order. In this moral form the Jewish question 
marked, in Kafka’s words, ‘the terrible inner condition of these generations.’ ” 
See Hannah Arendt, “Walter Benjamin: 1892-1940,” in Walter Benjamin, 
Illuminations, trans. H. Zohn (New York: Schocken Books, 1973), 29-30. 

24. As Benjamin remarks, “there is a rift within the names of [Kafka’s] 
characters: they belong in part to the guilty world, in part to the redeemed 
world” (2.3:1205). In the same way as the disciples, the assistants “do not 
belong to the hetaeric world,” Benjamin holds (2.3:1166). As I have argued, 
what dominates the latter is tenderly less binding in their case. Note also Ben¬ 
jamin’s assertion that in Kafka’s world, beauty is never associated with the 
whorelike women, but with the accused (2.3:1224). Furthermore, “something 
divine is not entirely absent from the brooding swamp women and the ex¬ 
hausted Titans who, since primeval times, are engaged in compulsory labor” 
(2.3:1231). 

25. “ ‘Do not forget the best,’ it is said in the legend. But the forgotten 
concerns always the best. Yes, it concerns the possibility to help” (2.3:1243). 

26. In the annotations, Benjamin remarks: “It may be surmised that music 
too emerges from this effectively comforting intermediate world in which the 
assistants reign as messenger spirits of the office to which they are assigned” 
(2.3:1225). 

27. The following sentence from the annotations needs also to be men¬ 
tioned here: “Perhaps [Kafka] relates to Brod and the deeper Jewish philoso¬ 
phers as Sancho Panza relates to Don Quixote and the latter’s profound 
chimera of chivalry” (2.3:1220). 

28. For Kafka, experience [ Erfahning ] is a journey [Fahrt\, indeed, a seafar¬ 
ing of sorts. As Benjamin recalls, Kafka wrote: “I have experience . . . and I 
am not joking when I say that it is a seasickness on dry land” (809). The 
German-Jewish writer’s journey, his experience, is not unlike that of Ulysses, 
the Greek epic hero. One cannot but think here also of James Joyce, who 
following Victor Berard, sought to demonstrate the Semitic origin of The Od¬ 
yssey (Jean Paris, Jatnes Joyce par lui-meme [Paris: Seuil, 1957], 162). 

12. THE DEEPENING OF APPERCEPTION: ON WALTER BENJAMIN’S 
THEORY OF FILM 

1. Walter Benjamin, Selected Writings, vol. 2, 1927-1944, ed. M. W. Jen¬ 
nings (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999), 517. 

2. Ibid., 514. 

3. Ibid. 

4. Ibid., 513-514. 
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5. Ibid., 515, 517. 

6. Ibid., 517. 

7. Ibid., 510. 

8. Ibid. 

9. Ibid., 512. 

10. Walter Benjamin, Selected Writings, vol. 5, 1955-195#, ed. M. W. Jen¬ 
nings (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002), 118. This version of 
“The Work of Art” essay is slightly different from the “second version” pub¬ 
lished in, Walter Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften (Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 
1974), 1.2:471-508, which corresponds to the version published in 1936 in 
Zeitschrift filr Sozialforschung. This second version is the basis of Harry Zohn’s 
translation in Walter Benjamin, Illuminations (New York: Schocken, 1968), 
217-251. 

11. Ibid., 102. 

12. Ibid. See also 105-106. 

13. Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften, 1.2:441. 

14. Ibid., 444. 

15. Benjamin, Selected Writings, 3:102. 

16. Ibid., 103. 

17. Ibid., 120 (translation modified). 

18. Contrary to what one might expect, Benjamin’s use of the notion of 
apperception is not a reference to the Kantian conception of a transcendental, 
originary, synthetic unity of consciousness, which represents the highest for¬ 
mal condition of possibility of cognition and the objectivity of objects. Defin¬ 
ing apperception as the inner activity of the will by means of which 
representations become interconnected, Wilhelm Wundt continues to con¬ 
strue apperception as the fundamental condition of the unity of consciousness, 
but relinquishes the philosophical thrust of transcendental apperception by 
conceiving of such unification in merely psychological terms. 

19. Benjamin, Gesammelte Werke, 1.2:503. See also Benjamin, Illuminations, 
250. 

20. Benjamin, Selected Writings, 3:106. 

21. Ibid., 115. 

22. Ibid., 116. 

23. Benjamin, Illuminations, 236. 

24. Ibid., 236-237 (translation modified). 

25. Ibid., 235-236. 

26. Ibid., 236. 

27. Ibid. 

28. Benjamin, Selected Writings, 3:115. 

29. Ibid. 120. 
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30. Ibid. 

31. For a detailed analysis of such absentminded critical examination of 
film, and the distraction that goes with it, see my essay, “Cutting in on Dis¬ 
tance,” in Of Minimal Things. Studies on the Notion of Relation (Stanford: Stan¬ 
ford University Press, 1999), 83-102. This valorization of the moviegoer’s 
distraction ( Zerstreuung ) is not peculiar to Benjamin alone. I thank Anton Kaes 
for pointing out the presence of this motif in Siegfried Kracauer’s early pieces, 
particularly in “Cult of Distraction: On Berlin’s Picture Palaces” from 1926. 
Benjamin makes no reference to this essay (which he certainly must have 
known) in which Kracauer justifies distraction in the sense of amusement and 
its cult on the grounds that the pure externality and superficiality of film 
brings the public face to face with its own meaningless reality, and thus repre¬ 
sents the means for it to become aware of its own situation and thus also 
capable of critically intervening in it. Kracauer writes: “Here, in pure external¬ 
ity, the audience encounters itself; its own reality is revealed in the fragmented 
sequence of splendid sense impressions. Were this reality to remain hidden 
from the viewers, they could neither attack nor change it; its disclosure in 
distraction is therefore of moral significance.” He adds that these cinematic 
performances “aim radically toward a kind of distraction that exposes disinte¬ 
gration instead of masking it. For more information, see Siegfried Kracauer, 
The Mass Ornament: Weimar Essays, trans. T. Y. Levin (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1995), 326, 328. In spite of the obvious parallels to Benja¬ 
min’s elaboration on distraction, there are also significant differences. For 
Benjamin, distraction is not merely amusement, even if this amusement con¬ 
fronts the spectator with his own emptiness and meaninglessness. Distraction 
for Benjamin is a critical mode of relating (which as the reference to architec¬ 
ture demonstrates is not limited to perception), by means of which the subject 
comes to grips with shock and is thus prepared to face the new tasks that come 
with life in industrialized societies. I also would like to point out that Benja¬ 
min’s analysis of early photography in “Little History of Photography” or in 
“On Some Motifs in Baudelaire” is also indebted to Kracauer’s 1927 essay, 
“Photography,” in which Kracauer not only demarcates photographic repro¬ 
duction from memory ( Gedachtnis ), that is, from a mnesic reproduction which 
fixes the meaning of the object, but also elaborates on the phantomlike charac¬ 
ter of the medium of photography itself. Kracauer writes: “It is the task of 
photography to disclose this previously unexamined foundation of nature. For 
the first time in history, photography brings to light the entire natural cocoon; 
for the first time, the world of the dead presents itself in its independence 
from human beings” (61-62; translation modified). 

32. Benjamin, Selected Writings, 3:120. 

33. Benjamin, Gesammelte Werke, 1.2:464. 
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34. It is important to remark that Benjamin does not thematize the tactile 
nature of optics in view of a conception of film as a total work of art, as do, 
for example, Salvador Dali and Luis Bunuel. The fact that architecture acts as 
the model for how the tactile is understood with respect to film shows that it 
is primarily conceived in terms of a critical and practical mode of behavior. 

35. Benjamin, Gesammelte Werke, 1.2:466. 

36. Benjamin, Selected Writings, 2:17. 

37. Ibid., 17 (translation modified). For an exact definition of how Benja¬ 
min understands “tendency,” his critical discussion of the early Romantics use 
of the term in “The Concept of Criticism in German Romanticism” needs to 
be taken into account. 

38. Benjamin, Illuminations, 241. 

39. Ibid., 186. 

40. Ibid., 184. 

41. Benjamin’s analysis of the industrial worker’s condemnation to mere 
reflex actions in manipulating his machine, an action which he parallels to the 
shock experience of the passer-by in the crowd, is one occasion on which 
Benjamin’s ambiguity concerning the loss of experience becomes manifest. Of 
Poe’s description of the pedestrians he remarks that they “act as if they had 
adapted themselves to the machines and could express themselves only auto¬ 
matically. Their behavior is a reaction to shocks” {Illuminations, 176). Here it 
is the passer-by whose reactions in the crowd are compared to those of factory 
workers at the machines. 


42. 

Benjamin, 

Illuminations, 162- 

163 (translation modified) 

43 - 

Ibid., 

191. 



44. 

Ibid., 

T 94 - 



45 - 

Ibid., 

162. 



46. 

Ibid., 

185, 

I 94 - 


47 - 

Ibid., 

181. 



48. 

Ibid., 

182. 



49. 

Ibid., 

170. 



5 °. 

Ibid., 

168. 



5 1 - 

Ibid., 

J 57 - 



5 2 - 

Ibid., 

T 7 2 - 



53 - 

Ibid., 

168. 



54 - 

Ibid., 

T 75 - 



55 - 

Ibid., 

186. 



56. 

Ibid., 

T 75 - 



57 - 

Benjamin, 

Selected Writings , 

117-18. 

58. 

Ibid., 

22 3 - 



59 - 

Benjamin, 

Illuminations, 165. 





Notes to pages 316-23 


387 


14. THE IMPERATIVE OF TRANSPARENCY: MAURICE BLANCHOt’s 
THE ONE WHO WAS STANDING APART FROM ME 

1. Maurice Blanchot, the one who was standing apart from me, trans. L. Davis 
(Barrytown, N.Y.: Station Hill, 1993)- All page references in the text are to 
this edition. 

2. For Blanchot’s reception and his debate with phenomenology in his lit¬ 
erary critical texts, see the superb and indispensable work by Marlene Zarader, 
D’etre et le neutre. A partir de Maurice Blanchot (Lagrasse: Editions Verdier, 
2001). 

3. Maurice Blanchot, The Infinite Conversation, trans. S. Hanson (Minneap¬ 
olis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993), 50. 

4. See, for example, Maurice Blanchot, Une voix venue d’ailleurs. Sur les 
po'emes de Louis-Rene des Forets (Plombieres-les-Dijon: Ulysse Fin de siecle, 
1992), 13. 

5. By successfully fleshing out a number of blank spaces in Blanchot’s nov¬ 
els with biographical data, Christophe Bident has made it possible to situate 
Blanchot’s work— the one who was standing apart from me, among others—in 
historical, cultural, and political context. In this, Maurice Blanchot: Partenaire 
Invisible (Seyssel: Champ Vallon, 1998) is, undoubtedly, a major contribution 
to the understanding of this difficult writer. However, as I will argue, the recit 
in question not only must remain readable in the absence of all these refer¬ 
ences, its very intelligibility must be established precisely without the help of 
these data or facts. 

6. Michel Foucault, La pense'e du dehors (Montpellier: Fata Morgana, 

1986), 56. 

7. For a fine discussion of the temporality of the one who was standing apart 
from me see Hans-Jost Frey, Maurice Blanchot. Das Ende der Sprache schreiben 
(Basel/Weil am Rhein: Urs Engeler, 2007), 77-96. 

8 . Edmund Husserl, Cartesian Meditations. An Introduction to Phenomenol¬ 
ogy, trans. D. Cairns (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1977), 57. 

9. Occasionally, in the French original, italics within the dialogue sus¬ 
pended between quotation marks produces an additional step toward the 
framing and the embedding of what counts in some of the sentences. See 
Maurice Blanchot, Celui qui ne m ’accompagnait pas (Paris: Gallimard, 1987, 
126, 130). 

10. Martin Heidegger, Ontology—The Hermeneutics ofFacticity, trans. J. van 
Buren (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 1999), 4. 

11. Edmund Husserl, The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phe¬ 
nomenology, trans. D. Carr (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1970), 
113. 
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12. Phenomenological description is not a form of naive portrayal or re¬ 
production. It is intimately linked to reduction, and reflection. For an elabo¬ 
rate discussion of the precise way at how description, reflection, and reduction 
are interlinked in phenomenological thought, see Ernst Wolfgang Orth, “Be- 
schreibung in der Phanomenologie Edmund Husserls,” in Fhanomenologische 
Forschungen, vol. 24-25 (Freiburg: Karl Alber, 1991), 8-45. 

13. Blanchot, Celui qui ne m'accompagnait pas, 81. 

14. Foucault, Lapense'e du dehors, 57. 

15. THE VEIL, THE FOLD, THE IMAGE: 

ON GUSTAVE FLAUBERT’S SALAMMBO 

1. Stephane Mallarme, Oeuvres Completes (Paris: Gallimard [Pleiade], 
1945), 360. 

2. Gustave Flaubert, Correspondance, vol. 2 (1851-1858) (Paris: Gallimard, 
1980), 691. 

3. Ibid., 713. 

4. For Flaubert’s divergence from what his contemporary critics expected 
from the genre of the historical novel, see Anne Green, “History and Its Rep¬ 
resentation in Flaubert’s work,” in The Cambridge Companion to Flaubert, ed. 
T. Unwin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 94-97. 

5. Flaubert, Correspondance, 2:749. 

6. Gustave Flaubert, Correspondance, vol. 3 (1859-1868) (Paris: Gallimard, 
199 1 ), 282. 

7. Victor Brombert, The Novels of Flaubert. A Study of Themes and Techniques 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1966), 112-13. 

8. Gustave Flaubert, Oeuvres Completes, vol. 2 (Salammbo) (Paris: Club de 
l’Honnete Homme, 1971), 26. 

9. Flaubert, Oeuvres Completes 2:33. 

10. See, for example, Jean Rousset, “Positions, distances, perspectives dans 
Salammbo ,” in Travail de Flaubert, eds. G. Genette and T. Todorov (Paris: 
Seuil, 1983), 79-92. See also Aimee Israel-Pelletier, “Flaubert and the Vi¬ 
sual,” in The Cambridge Companion to Flaubert, 180-195. 

11. Gustave Flaubert, Salammbo, trans. A. J. Krailsheimer (Harmonds- 
worth: Penguin Classic, 1981). All page references in the text are to this edition. 

12. Flaubert, Oeuvres Completes, 2:294, 3 ° 9 > 3 ^ 2 - 

13. Jacques Neefs, “Le Parcours du Zaimph,” in La production du sens chez 
Flaubert, ed. C. Gothot-Mersch (Paris: Union generale d’editions, 1975), 235. 
In an analysis of “how the opposing principles which may be called speech 
and vision” interrelate in the narrative of Salammbo, Veronica Forrest- 
Thomson argues that the zalmph’s power derives from the way it offers “of 
translating vision into action, of integrating vision and speech” [Veronica 
Forrest-Thomson, “The Ritual of Reading ‘Salammbo,’ ” The Modern Lan¬ 
guage Review 76, no. 4 (1972): 791]. 
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14. Rousset, “Positions, distances, perspectives dans Salammbo ,” 85-86. 

15. Neefs, “Le Parcours du Zai'mph,” 231. 

16. Pierre Hadot, Le voile d'Isis. Essai sur I’histoire de Videe de nature (Paris: 
Gallimard, 2004), 309-310. 

17. Jean Starobinski, “Le voile de Poppee,” in L'Oeil vivant (Paris: Galli¬ 
mard, 1961), 10. 

18. However, this exclusively thematic analysis, though it does not intend 
you to put into question the structuralist insights in its function in the narra¬ 
tive, would, ultimately, also require a revision of the zai'mph’s place within the 
narrative itself since the emptiness of its place as a place of transition will 
prove to be more complex, indeed, manifold. 

19. Flaubert, Oeuvres Completes , 2:297, 3 2 3 - 

20. Ibid., 302. For a fine analysis of the peplos as a nuptial garment; or 
blanket, see John Scheid and Jesper Svenbro, The Craft of Zeus, trans. C. Volk 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1996), 53-107. 

21. Neefs, “Le Parcours du Zai'mph,” 249. 

22. See http://www.cnrtl.fr/definition/zaimph (accessed January 2, 2011). 

23. I thank Emmanuel Alloa for this reference to the etymology of the 
Hebrew word tsaiph. Besides the word voile Flaubert uses several other words 
to refer to the zai'mph, such as manteau, etoffe, or simply as cette chose. Needless 
to say, these different designations are not without highlighting specific as¬ 
pects of the sacred veil. When it is called a mantle, the veil’s covering and 
draping, if not concealing function is evoked; when speaking of it as etoffe, 
Flaubert points to its materiality, fabric, or texture; whereas as cette chose high¬ 
lights the veil’s mystery. 

24. Scheid and Svenbro, The Craft of Zeus, 18. 

25. Lucretius, De Rerum Natura, trans. W. H. D. Rouse (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1966), 251-257. 

26. See also Pleiade, 880. 

27. Homer, Iliad, Book 6. 

28. In the notes, Flaubert writes, “He spreads out the peplos; it is a fir¬ 
mament that is unfolded” (Flaubert, Oeuvres Completes, 2:293). 

29. There is no ground, or foundation, prior to any mark, figure, or image. 
See Gerard Wajcman, L'objet du si'ecle (Lagrasse: Verdier, 1998), 106. 

30. See, for example, Flaubert’s letter to Guillaume Froehner, a German 
archeologist living in Paris, who, in a pedantic review of the book, accused 
Flaubert among other things, of having squarely invented the miraculous 
cloak of Tanit, to whom Flaubert responds: “It is in Athenaeum, xn, 58, that 
I find the very detailed description of this mantle, even though history does 
not mention it. . . all this is to be found in Dureau de La Malle as well, from 
whom I have obviously profited” (Flaubert, Correspondance, 3:296). 
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31. See Georges A. le Roy, “Une reconstitution du ‘Zai'mph’ ou Voile de 
Tanit, de Salammbo,” Mercure de France 168, no. 612 (1923): 766-770; as well 
as Arthur Hamilton, Sources of the Religious Element in Flaubert's Salammbo (Bal¬ 
timore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1917), 25-27. 

32. Kathleen Freeman, Ancilla to the Pre-Socratic Philosophers (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1983), 14. 

33. G. S. Kirk, J. E. Raven, and M. Schofield, The Presocratic Philosophers: 
A Critical History with a Selection of Texts, Second Edition (Cambridge: Cam¬ 
bridge University Press, 1983), 61, 70. 

34. Marcel Detienne and Jean-Pierre Vernant, Cunning Intelligence in Greek 
Culture and Society, trans. J. Lloyd (Atlantic Highlands, N.J.: Humanities 
Press, 1978), 163, footnote 14. 

35. See also Scheid’s and Svenbro’s discussion of the fragment by Phere- 
cydes in The Craft of Zeus, 65. Since Flaubert at one point in the drafts for this 
novel compares the zai'mph to a palladium, a shield, one cannot but also think 
of the shield that Hephaistos created for Achilles which, according to the Iliad, 
represents, within the limits of the shield outlined by the river Okeanus, the 
totality of all the aspects of the universe. 

36. As Hadot has pointed out, for Goethe, Isis’s veil does not cover any¬ 
thing. The phenomena of nature do not hide any secrets (although they re¬ 
main mysterious and unspeakable). He writes: “for Goethe, the veil does not 
conceal. It is not opaque, but transparent and luminous ... It does not hide, 
it reveals, and diffuses a transcending light” (Hadot, Le voile d'Isis, 335). 

37. Rousset writes: “the novel. . . enfolds, it skews, it winds round. What 
the novel avoids saying in a specific scene is said metaphorically before and 
indirectly later,” and he illustrates the logic of this oblique narrative with the 
episode between Salammbo and her Python which describes, in not so unclear 
terms, what indeed happens when Matho and Salammbo embrace each other 
in the tent (Rousset, “Positions, distances, perspectives dans Salammbo," 86). 

38. Plato, The Collected Dialogues, eds. E. Hamilton and H. Cairns 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980), 983 (24oa-b). 

39. For some fine pages on the motive of sterility in Salammbo, see Brom- 
bert, The Novels of Flaubert, 119-120. 

40. Rousset, “Positions, distances, perspectives dans Salammbo," 91. 

41. It is true that the subject of the first dioramas were just landscapes or 
cityscapes, but as the public’s taste for romantic subjects became more domi¬ 
nating, sceneries of the ruins of gothic churches and cloisters bathed in fog 
or moonlight as well as natural catastrophes, such as the deluge became at¬ 
tractive as well. In 1844, Bouton’s grand dioramic spectacle of the deluge 
was received by no less than Gerard de Nerval as a mystery play of the 
elements: “Air, water, earth, and fire, these four antique characters which 
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modern nomenclatures have turned into fabulous beings, fight here for in¬ 
fluence over the world, and during four acts they produce the most terrible 
and the most passionate quartet” (quoted in Heinz Buddemeier, Panorama 
Diorama Photographic. Entstehung und Wirkung neuer Medien in 19. Jahrhun- 
dert [Munich: Fink Verlag, 1970], 46). 
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